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ABSTRACT
From the Voices of Five African American Teenage Girls: Demystifying the Role of
Stress in School
by
Selena Williams
Advisor: Sherry Deckman
This study explored how African American Teenage Girls framed and navigated their stressful
experiences in educational contexts. Drawing from one-on-one interviews and focus groups, this
study aimed to raise awareness about the ways African American Teenage Girls defined,
interpreted, and internalized the tensions of stress in a school setting. This exploratory qualitative
study was grounded in the conceptual frameworks of Black Feminist Theory (BFT), and Critical
Race Theory (CRT). These theories were used to explore how systemic oppression may cause
stress. By sharing their collective and individual stories, this study revealed my participants
grappled with sources of stress, such as the pressure to excel, suffering in silence, differential
treatment, and race-related stressors. Participants defined, identified, and discussed the facets of
discrimination they faced, including hair discrimination. Additionally, participants managed
these stressors and types of discrimination with resilience and support. While resilience was
beneficial to adapting to the stressors in the school setting, there were also harmful elements to
the participants’ notion of resilience. Support systems are vital for African American Teenage
Girls to survive and thrive, despite the socio-emotional challenges they face. Given the causes and
circumstances which create stress, this study offered insights to expand educators’ understanding
of the struggles of African American Teenage Girls.

Key words: African American Teenage Girls, stress, trauma, discrimination, resilience,
support, school environment,
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DEDICATION
To all the little African American Girls that are surviving in and through a system that
sometimes renders you invisible. I salute YOU. I SEE you.
Forgotten on so Many Levels (54) work in progress
My dearest sister,
I am submitting this missive to acknowledge my failed attempts to love, protect, and
affirm you.
I benefitted from the patriarchal system.
I demanded your understanding and support of my struggles, while I refused to validate
and support your struggles.
You were invisible, both to the outside world and to us – the community of men you
thought would love you unconditionally.
We love the thought of you.
We fail to recognize the countless sacrifices you make.
We do not appreciate your strength.
Even in death your life is minimized. Sisters have to beg us to “say her name.”
Please forgive us.
No extenuating circumstances justifies our history of mistreatment and devaluation.
We have always been equals.
We just refused to acknowledge and act upon that truth until now.
Sincerely,
Men Who Are Willing to Unlearn Negative Behaviors and Commit to
Learning How to Truly Love You
Written by Roland Robinson
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Why Should I Be Silent?

Why should I be silent as you undermine me, disrespect, and ignore me?
Why should I be silent as you covertly and overtly show you micro aggressions against me?
Why should I be silent when you say my concerns are “Petty”?
Why should I be silent when you dismiss my feelings and try to embarrass me?
Why should I be silent, as you interact with me with utter contempt?

BUT I will be SILENT no More!
I will speak out when disrespected
I will speak out for those who have lost their voice
I will speak out when there are injustices
I will speak out when white supremacy rears its ugly head
And NO! I am not an angry black woman just a determined one
Why should I be silent? I will be no more!

Pauline Parkes
2019
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Chapter 1. Introduction and The Issue
Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.
—James Baldwin
This dissertation sought to examine the nuanced ways African American Teenage Girls
describe stressful school experiences rooted in oppressive practices, with attention to the ways
in which they interpret and manage stress in school. In chapter 1, I detail the foundation for this
research, present the issue, and outline the conceptual framework used to support this study
and contribute new knowledge to the field.
My research journey began working with adolescent girls in a variety of ways. I worked
with African American Girls in afterschool programs and in high school classrooms. I became a
mentor to many of the young ladies just by being a listening ear. This rapport began with the
girls initiating candid conversations. They would share their situations involving their peers,
teachers, or other school staff. The young ladies would ask my opinion on the scenario that they
were facing. I became their confidant and sounding board. It was through these interactions
that I became keenly aware of their needs and realized that some of them were struggling in
school. During the days I was not on campus, these girls would inquire about my whereabouts,
which led me to believe they needed support.
These exchanges left me wondering and questioning what was happening for African
American Teenage Girls in school. My interest led me to my research topic on the sources of
stress for African American Teenage Girls. I assumed these relationships were forged due to our
commonality of being female and African American as well as a listening ear. These encounters
led me on a path of exploring the causes of stress for African American Teenage Girls in school
and what supports they need to not just survive but thrive.

1

Scholars have recently begun to share the stories of African American Girls’1 school
experiences, in the literature. M. W. Morris (2016) asserted that African American Teenage
Girls face a unique struggle in school: if they refuse to conform and choose to enact their full
cultural identities, they are often pushed out of academic spaces. Some research claimed girls
who are silent and conform are welcomed, and can even thrive in these school settings, but at an
unknown cost (Evans-Winters, 2014; M. W. Morris, 2016). In comparison to men and White
women, African American Girls also have to face a level of scrutiny and negative stereotypes that
cause them to be misrepresented. African American Girls are thought to be “dark, sinister,
raunchy, belligerent, burly, and licentious” (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010, p. 18). African
American Girls have to contend with this additional layer of social constructs on top of the
stressors they must face daily. These everyday stressors of “peer pressure, social acceptance,
gender identity, along with racial identity, and overall perception of self” contribute to the social
emotional struggles of students (Evans-Winters, 2014, p. 23). Researchers stated that some of
the social constructs that plague African American Girls can position them as the opposite of
what whiteness and feminine are not (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010), leaving them
vulnerable to negative stereotypes.
The Issue
African American Girls2 have struggled with discriminatory practices, the struggle to be
noticed, and with the stigma associated with being an African American Girl (M. W. Morris,
2016). Researchers acknowledged the marginalization of African American Girls can be
detrimental to their self-esteem, which is evident in the literature (Nyachae, 2016). African

The purpose of capitalizing African American Teenage Girls throughout this study is to appreciate their value and to
honor them since they have been consistently marginalized in society. The term African American will be inclusive of
African, Black and Caribbean American Teenage Girls as a collective. According to Keith Mayes (2019) “an associate
professor of African American and African studies at the University of Minnesota”, the words African American and
Black can be used interchangeably. For this reason, I chose to unify with the African Diaspora and call the
participants African American and Black at times to drive home a specific point.
2 Throughout this research the term African American Girls, African American Teenage Girls and Black Girls will be
used interchangeably in this study due to the lack of specific research on African American Teenage Girls specifically.
1

2

American Girls can feel invisible as they are left alone to grapple with oppression and manage
the stress that may go unrecognized, despite their ability to thrive.
African American Girls remain overlooked when addressing challenges with racism and
discrimination in education in comparison to African American Boys (Neal-Jackson, 2018).
Studies have shown that African American Girls face or will face multiple oppressions over the
course of their lives. (S. Smith, 2013). Black Women and Girls are constantly bombarded with
oppressive behaviors.
Since the times of slavery, Black Women have eloquently described the multiple
oppressions of race, class, and gender—referring to this concept as interlocking
oppressions, simultaneous oppressions, double jeopardy, triple jeopardy, or any
number of descriptive terms (S. Smith, 2013, p. 3).
While they may have originated during the antebellum period, these types of oppressive
behaviors related to race and gender are still happening today. The fact that African American
Girls have been excluded in the literature for decades speaks to the injustices they continue to
endure. Young (2004) defined oppression as systemic, rather than the consequence of a few
people’s actions. Its roots are “entrenched in unquestioned norms, habits and symbols, in the
assumptions underlying institutional rules and the collective consequences of following those
rules” (Young, 2004, p. 5). The unquestioned standards, behaviors, and symbols that were
birthed out of oppression are discrimination, marginalization, and microaggression which are
prevalent today in the school experiences of African American Teenage Girls.
Young (2004) argued that individuals who are oppressed are made to feel invisible.
What does invisibility look and feel like to African American Teenage Girls? Black Girls are
rendered invisible by being relegated and overlooked in the research, despite the numerous
studies on African American Boys for decades. The continued lack of research on African
American Girls in the social sciences, especially within the field of education, can render their
struggles invisible (Nychae, 2016). Nychae (2016) determined when African American Girls are
3

included in the research, “their experiences are often subsumed and conflated under the larger
monolithic categories of Black youth or adolescent Girls (these Girls often being middle-class
and White)” (p. 225). This is yet another way Black Girls are ignored. The experiences of African
American Teenage Girls are quite different than their White counterparts; this difference is vital
to understanding how they navigate the stressful encounters in school. The lack of
representation in the literature poses a threat to how African American Girls are seen and can
impact their social emotional status (M. W. Morris, 2016), perpetuating the invisibility of their
plight. Due to the lack of documentation of their lived experiences in the literature, educators
may not understand their struggle and gravitate to the negative concepts presented in the
research.
The lack of representation in the educational literature regarding the lived experiences of
African American Teenage Girls may lead one to believe that they are doing well in school and
are not harmed by the issues that confront them. Researchers believed a possible underlying
reason for African American Teenage Girls being overlooked is due to assumptions about their
femininity, as stated in the aforementioned section (E. W. Morris, 2007). Due to the lack of
representation in the literature for African American Teenage Girls, these students have to
struggle against being misrepresented, which may lead to discrimination, marginalization, and
microaggressions in educational spaces. As a result, African American Girls’ stressful
encounters in school, (e.g., racial trauma), how they deal with adversity, and the harm it causes
may go unrecognized.
Conceptual Framework
The tenets of Black feminist theory (BFT) and critical race theory (CRT) guided this
study on the exploration of the implicit and explicit ways stress plays out in African American
Teenage Girls’ school experiences. Systemic oppression is multi-faceted, and I chose BFT and
CRT as the theoretical lenses for my work, as they are well-suited to the purpose of this research.
In order to demystify stress in school and describe the ways African American Teenage Girls
4

interpret and manage inequities based on race and gender in school it was critical to include
these frameworks in the research.
Stress for this research study is the race related broader conceptualization of stress, race
related stress (RRS) refers to “race-related transactions between individuals or groups and their
environment that emerge from the dynamics of racism, and that are perceived to tax or exceed
existing individual and collective resources or threaten well-being” (S. P. Harrell, 2000, p. 44).
Harrell (2000) describes six prominent types of RRS:
(a) racism-related life events (time-limited, specific life experiences), (b) vicarious
racism experiences (observation and report of others’ racism experiences), (c) daily
racism micro stressors (subtle slights and exclusions), (d) chronic-contextual stress
(social structure and institutional racism), (e) collective experiences (“cultural-symbolic
and sociopolitical manifestations of racism, and (f) transgenerational transmission
(discussions of historical events; p. 45).
Relevant, to these various types of racism-related stressors described, they can occur
simultaneously (and frequently do) and interact, in addition to the general stressors (e.g.,
sexism, heterosexism) (Harrell, 2000).
The exclusion of African American Women’s voices and ideas as it relates to RRS,
feminist theory and in the literature is why it was important to utilize theories that view
oppressive structures from the lens that was passionately constructed by us and for us. For these
reasons, I investigated the oppressions African American Teenage Girls’ face using the
frameworks of BFT and CRT as it relates to gender and race in school.
Black Feminist Theory
Kimberlee Crenshaw (1991) reframed the narrative of the Feminist movement to
recognize the journey by Black Feminists and renamed it Black Feminist Theory (BFT).
Crenshaw’s (1989) landmark piece presents the myriad oppressions of African American
Women “that often do not fit neatly within the legal categories of either “racism” or “sexism”—
5

but as a combination of both racism and sexism (as cited by S. Smith, 2013, p. 2). Again, we are
promulgated under the voices, definitions, and lived experiences of White Women, African
American Men, and other POC, rendering us invisible in the literature. This is why Crenshaw’s
piece has positioned us for empowerment, we now can use a theory to speak on our issues and
not be subsumed under epistemologies.
As scholars and researchers begin to deconstruct and make meaning of herstory3, it is
equally important to use a framework and design that is wholly understood by those being
studied. African American Women for years were not a part of the feminist movement (hooks,
2015) nor were they in the conversation to make changes. While this research was not about
defining how White feminists subjugate African American Women, it was important to
contextualize the burdens caused by oppressive practices. The efforts by White feminists to
silence African American Women are seldom written about (hooks, 2015). hooks (2015)
documented the spaces where abuse by White Women takes place: “conference rooms,
classrooms, or the privacy of cozy living-room settings” (p. 13). In this research, the voices of
these five African American Teenage Girls were elevated to knowers and purveyors of
knowledge. African American scholars suggested that there are numerous and varied ways of
knowing for African American Women, and that their experiences and knowledge claims should
be validated and not seen as threatening (Hill Collins, 1990). Ladson-Billings (2003)
acknowledged that “through Black feminism, Black female researchers can be self-reflexive and
comprehend more fully ‘the double or (multiple) consciousness [they] operate in” (LadsonBillings 2003, p. 421) as researchers.
The four core tenets of BFT are (a) to self-define and self-validate who they are by
establishing positive images to aide them to repel negative representations, (b) to challenge and

Herstory by definition is considered or presented from a feminist viewpoint or with special attention
to the experience of women (Merriam-Webster, n.d.)
3

6

dismantle the predominant structures of race, class, and gender oppression, (c) to use their
voice as a means of political activism, and lastly (d), to take pride in African American culture
and to reject discrimination (Collins, 1990). Hill Collins (1990) summarized these four themes
by stating that Black feminism was a process of self-conscious struggle that empowers women
and men to actualize a humanist vision of community (as cited by Taylor, 1998, p. 225). For the
purposes of this study, I examined how my participants used the tenets to empower themselves
while grappling with stressful encounters.
The tenets that were essential to this inquiry were self-definition (how they deflect
negative stereotypes about themselves), use of voice (to share their stories) and lastly,
ownership of how they occupy space (how they take pride in their culture and garner support
from others). Voice was a significant concept used to describe African American Teenage Girls
feelings by placing their ideas in the center of the analysis (Collins, 1990, p xiii) from their
perspective. Watson (2016) affirmed that the lived experiences deal with the realities and claims
of the “knower, and is considered truth” (p. 240). In essence, African American Woman can
hold dual perspectives as ontologist (their lived experiences) and epistemologist (researcher).
Watson (2016) suggested that African American Teenage Girls’ reality should not be up for
interrogation by others who have not gone through their lived experiences of the knower. For
some to be the knower involves being the person who has experienced the same stress and is
able to put into words the scenario.
I used BFT as a construct to better understand the actions of my participants. My
participants were empowered to self-define and interpret their experiences without being
influenced by the negative representations they have been ladened with in society. They were
also given a chance to clearly state the ways in which oppressive behaviors made them feel. By
recognizing how these behaviors made them feel, they could challenge the negative concepts
imposed on them. Additionally, this empowered them to use their voice to combat negative
stereotypes and to speak out about it in educational spaces. Ultimately, BFT was used to provide
7

a platform for African American Girls to validate their experiences and feel supported when they
are oppressed. This theory also allowed them to say in their own words how they were feeling
without outside interpretation.
In summary, Crenshaw’s (1991) BFT reflects the intersectionality of gender, race, and
power respectively, which lent a heuristic approach to the stressors of African American Teenage
Girls in school. Using the works of Crenshaw (1991), and Hill Collins (1990), I evaluated the
ways in which stress can impact African American Teenage Girls’ school experiences, the ways
they navigate these experiences, and how they manage stress. By using BFT, I was able to honor
the lived experiences of the everyday Black Woman; instead of relying on members of academia
as the sole intellectual proprietors of the knowledge validation process, this theory provides
equal legitimacy to the women who have never seen, or will never see, the inside of a university
as a result of the lack of perspective from African American Teenage Girls, their ontological
views, or their lived experiences (Hill Collins, 1990; L. T. Smith, 2007. The tenets of voice, selfdefinition, and empowerment will support African American Teenage Girls as they “rewrite” and
“reright” their stories and their positioning (Smith, 1999, p. 28).
Critical Race Theory
Like BFT, Critical Race Theory (CRT) was developed as a way to bring awareness to the
pervasiveness of oppression as it relates to people of color (POC) in the social, political and
educational arenas and eliminate it through the law (Dixson, 2018). The genesis of CRT is
steeped in two movements: critical legal studies and radical feminism, which both began in the
mid-1970s (Hartlep, 2009). Professor Derrick Bell was a legal scholar and is considered by
many to be the founder of CRT. The CRT framework underscores the socially constructed nature
of race and acknowledges the permanence of racism (Bell, 1980; Parker, 2003). Consequently,
scholars of color out of a need explored ways to expose and disrupt a racist system which
oppresses POC. Ladson-Billings and Tate (2016) argued that racism is evident in every facet of
life for POC, particularly in this case, African American Teenage Girls in public education.
8

With this viewpoint in mind, CRT was selected as a way to unpack racism (Delgado &
Stefanic, 2001; Watson, 2017) and provide a space for my participants to tell their stories about
their school experiences. CRT is significant for understanding and disrupting educational
inequities, to the field of education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Scholars and activists in the
law and in education believe that examining and exposing the ways that racialized inequity
manifests and persists must inform social actions that can lead to social change (Dixson, 2018,
p. 233).
The key tenets of CRT which contribute to dismantling and deconstructing change for
African American Teenage Girls are (a) the pervasiveness of race, (b) the rejection of
meritocracy, and (c) the questioning of ideologies, structures, and narratives of society through
a critical conceptual lens (Zamudio, Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2010). CRT was used to analyze
the ways racism creates stress for African American Girls in an educational context.
Additionally, it served as a metric to gauge how African American Teenage Girls were impacted
by the pervasiveness of racism. By using CRT, my participants were empowered to share their
stories and heal while disrupting the structures that perpetuate racism.
Using CRT’s tenet on the pervasiveness of racism was a way for my participants to
recognize the ways racism present in educational spaces. It was also the lens from which they
could understand how racism could be a barrier to their success. In addition to realizing the role
of systemic oppression, CRT can be used to identify where stressful interactions with their peers,
school staff, and administrators may stem from. Understanding these stressful encounters
rooted in racism was useful to aiding my participants in their rejection of meritocracy. Kim and
Choi (2016) defined meritocracy as a social system in which advancement in society is based on
an individual’s capabilities and merits rather than on the basis of family, wealth, or social
background (p. 112). Meritocracy presumes a level playing field where all individuals in society
have an equal opportunity to succeed. It also assumes that one’s work ethic, values, drive, and
individual attributes such as aptitude and intelligence, determine success or failure (Margaret
9

et. al., 2010). CRT was a way for my participants to reject the false claims of meritocracy and
recognize their true worth that is not fashioned after society’s claims.
If natural ability and hard work (i.e., merit) are the keys for success, then those who fail
to achieve, it is believed, have only themselves, their families, or at best, a random fateful
turn of luck to blame. Thus, despite the existing inequalities in society, it is believed that
universal education in a free society provides every child with the equal opportunity to
achieve (Zamudio et al., 2010, p. 12).
Undoubtedly, CRT provided a vantage point for my participants to support their claims
of stress through the lens of discrimination. Together with recognizing racism and rejecting
meritocracy, my participants told their stories as a way to heal from the stress and trauma of
systemic oppression. Under the tenets of CRT, African American Teenage Girls can use their
stories to transform their negative experiences into power for social and educational change
(Figure 1).
These theories were deliberately chosen because of the bold ways they disrupt systemic
oppression. Research cites that African American Girls’ encounters have been minimized, it was
salient to include the tenets of BFT and CRT to interpret their unique stories. However, it is
important to note using theories and research created by POC as this study does, was not meant
as a total rejection of other theories. It was simply an opportunity to center the concerns and
ideologies of our4 people using our own perspectives for our own purpose” (Smith, 2007, p. 39).

4

The word our in the context is a way to self-define and make interpretations about the experiences of African
American Girls. Smith (2007), stated, “we don’t need anyone else developing the tools which will help us to come to
terms with who we are” (p. 38) and to tell us the struggles that have consumed many of us. Our implies ownership
over our feelings and thoughts.

10

Black Feminist Theory
-Articulate Black Woman's
standpoint from their
interpretation
-Document their lived
experiences without 'other'
interpretation
-Shift from oppression by
the dominant group to
progression

Critical Race Theory
-Pervasiveness of
Racism
-Transforming the
relationship among
race, education, and
power in education
-Storytelling as a way to
heal

Alignment of
Both Theories
-Empowerment
-Telling Stories
-Interpretation
of Lived Experiences

Figure 1
Conceptual Framework Tenets

Significance of the Study
The importance of this research stems from the identification of (a) how African
American Teenage Girls manage the stressful experiences they endure daily, and (b) the support
parents and teachers of African American Teenage Girls must provide to make better academic
environments. The results from this study could be used as a tool to best serve, respond, and
better shape African American Teenage Girls’ school experiences.
It is my intention to inspire systemic change and bring awareness to the plight of African
American Teenage Girls’ school experiences through this research project. The outcome of this
research was to “contextualize and understand our nuanced realities” (Watson, 2016, p. 240).
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Ani (2013) confirmed that “Afrocentric perspective of knowledge can never be produced for the
sake of it, but always for the sake of our liberation, a paradigm must activate our consciousness
to be of any use to us” (p. 410). I chose theories that disrupt the dominant ways of knowing and
seek a more authentic understanding of how my participants5 made meaning of their stressful
encounters.
In the next chapter, I review the literature detailing the effects of stress, the impact it
causes and the possible trauma of race related stress on African American Girls.

The term “my participants is used as a term to share my relationship with the girls and not as a term of possession. I
am using it to show that we are connected as African American females and that I align with the challenges they face.
5
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Chapter 2. A Review of the Literature
Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.
― Zora Neale Hurston
Chapter 2 presents a body of literature that pertains to the ways that stress can impact
people. The literature details the many stressors that may occur by examining (a) stress
indicators, (b), the impact of stereotypes, (c) the trauma stress causes, (d), the protective
strategies used to cope with stress, and (d), the support needed to survive stress. This chapter
expands on the ideas presented in the first chapter and provides further insight into the ways in
which oppressive behaviors could lead to stress.
Stress
In confronting African American Teenage Girls’ realities, it is crucial to know what stress
is and understand the problems it creates for them internally and externally. Allen et al. (2019),
defined stress as the process in which environmental demands “tax or exceed the adaptive
capacity of an organism, resulting in psychological and biological changes that may place a
person at risk for disease” (p.2). The exposure to short-term stress can have beneficial and
protective effects, however prolonged activation of the body’s stress response can lead to
sustained arousal and impaired plasticity across a number of physiologic systems (Allen et al.,
2019). There is a “direct correlation between various forms of psychosocial stress and a variety
of biological parameters responsible for maintaining physiologic balance” (Allen et al., 2019, p.
2). While definitions of stress may differ, scholars generally realize stress to be a conduit
between a person and their environment involving “environmental demands, psychosocial
processes that determine appraisal of threat/harm/loss, distress), or alternatively
motivation/challenge stress), and concomitant biological adaptation” (Allen et al., 2019, p. 2).
To understand the types of stressors African American Teenage Girls may be fraught with, the
literature details the types of stressors that can occur.
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Mendelson et al. (2010), affirmed that adolescents face intense stress about academic
performance, fitting in and body image issues. Chandra and Batada (2006) confirmed that
stress has a significant effect on an adolescent’s long-term physical and mental well-being.
Understanding the role of unmanaged stress in adolescence is critical in the prevention of
chronic diseases (Chandra & Batada, 2006). Woods-Giscombe et al. (2014), state that
unchecked stress shows up in the morbidity rates of African American Girls. They experience
“disproportionate rates of morbidity and mortality in response to stress-related health
conditions” (Woods-Giscombé & Gaylord, 2014, p. 147).
The African American Girls’ body has traditionally been a place for harm, violence, and
ungendering (Sharpe, 2016). The way stress may harm the body is through a process called
allostatic load. Allostatic load is the “body’s way of dealing with trauma or suffering and/or how
it copes with a situation” (Geronimus, Hicken, Keene, & Bound, 2006, p. 1). Allostatic load is the
physiologic burden imposed by prolonged or sustained stressors that leads to ‘wear and tear’ on
the brain and body over time (Geronimus et al., 2006). African American people have been
subjected to trauma for over four hundred years, which has resulted in prolonged stress and
years of internalized racial trauma (Leary & Robinson, 2017). The repeated occurrences of being
ostracized, subjected to doubt, and being treated differently has led African Americans to figure
out how to survive and protect themselves from racialized trauma. As well as the stressors of
racism which are proven to impact life satisfaction self-esteem, and health (Husband, 2016).
The factors that Mendelson et al. (2010), Chandra and Batada (2006), and Woods-Giscombé
and Gaylord (2014) mention are stressful encounters and outcomes African American Teenage
Girls may grapple with in school and beyond.
The Impact of Stereotypes on African American Girls
From present day to as far back as the civil rights movement, scholars have discussed the
strength and resilience of African American Women (Evans-Winters, 2014; hooks, 2015; Taylor,
1998). However, one must look beyond the quick recovery (the ability to buffer adversity and
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persist in education; Evans-Winters, 2014, p. 22) and explore the impact oppressive practices
e.g., racial discrimination, prejudice, (Shahid, Nelson, & Cardemil, 2018, p. 4) have on their
socioemotional resolve. Historically, African American Women and Girls were given labels such
as Mammy and Jezebel, and were represented as loud, and disruptive, (Cox, 2009). They were
also labeled as strong Black Women (Morgan, 1999). Dealing with these stereotypes can
increase the stress African American Women and Girls manage on a daily basis.
Morgan (1999) expressed an alternative perspective of a strong African American
Woman as one in recovery. Per Morgan, African American Women and Girls are in recovery
when they work to heal while hurting from a stressor and all the while maintaining the
appearance as a “strong Black Woman”. African American Women and Girls still have to
navigate the pangs of discrimination and oppression.
bell hooks (2015) wrote in great detail about the ways in which African American Women
were stereotyped. hooks (2015) rejected the racist stereotypes that viewed African American
Women as superhumans, and decried these “myths to allow African American Women to be
victimized in society” (p. 15). hooks’ depictions of African American Women stereotypes are not
only felt by women, but also have an impact on African American Teenage Girls. If African
American Teenage Girls are perceived as superhuman or mythical characters, then “others6”
may view them the same way and treat them as a threat. African American Women should not
bear the burden of strength when they are dying at higher rates of illnesses such as cancer and
heart disease (Morgan, 1999).
Shange (2019) described these actions as the “criminalization and pathologization of
African American Girl practices” (p. 5). Kohli, Pizarro, and Nevárez (2017) detailed an incident
that was captured on video and went viral. The video Kohli et al. (2017) documented an incident

6

Others in this case are other races or groups of people that believe African Americans are superhuman and treat
them as such and those who believe that they are superhuman because of the stereotypes (hooks, 2015). Hill Collins
(2009) described “the Other,” as African American girls being labeled historically and currently with the “status of
outsiders which becomes the point from which other groups define their normality” (p. 77).
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that occurred when a police officer slammed a young Black girl to the ground in a South
Carolina high school classroom as a method of discipline. The video portrays a symptom of the
larger national issue of anti-Blackness, which must be addressed in schools (Kohli et al., 2017).
This incident, as well as others the media has not captured, brought to light “manifestations of
racism overt and subtle that have been part of schools since the inception of the U. S.
educational system” (Kohli et al., 2017, p. 183). The stereotypes that describe African American
Women as strong, mythical, or superhuman fosters a platform where they can be mistreated and
therefore harmed mentally and physically (hooks, 2015; Kohli et al., 2017; Morgan, 1999).
Nyachae (2016) argued that the constant overexposure to negative messages that African
American Girls are confronted with may result in adolescent experiences marked by cultural
dissonance (p. 228). Cultural dissonance in the educational contexts is an uncomfortable sense
of confusion or conflict experienced by people in the midst of change in their cultural
environment (Psynso, n.d.). For my research, participants may be frustrated or confused by
their mistreatment in school. They may wonder if they are supposed to present or avoid
presenting as the stereotypes they encounter. Nyachae (2016) believed that African American
Girls have prolonged exposure to seeing themselves as undervalued by the society they live in
because of either their race or their gender; this exposure can cause a multitude of challenges for
African American Teenage Girls, such as identity confusion and health factors. While this is not
true for every African American Teenage Girl, it is important to acknowledge and understand
the institutionalized oppression that lives within the confines of labels and stereotypes that
could be detrimental to them.
Steele (1997) stated that negative stereotypes cause harm to African American Girls:
Negative stereotypes about women and African Americans bear on important academic
abilities. Thus, for members of these groups who are identified with domains in which
these stereotypes apply, the threat of these stereotypes can be sharply felt and, in several
ways, hampers their achievement (p. 614).
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Steele defined stereotype threat as ‘‘the discomfort targets feel when they are at risk of fulfilling
a negative stereotype about their group; the apprehension that they could behave in such a way
as to confirm the stereotype in the eyes of others, in their own eyes, or both at the same time’’
(as cited by Wout, Danso, Jackson, & Spencer, 2007, p. 792). The research on stereotype threat
suggested that academic deficits may develop among African American Girls since they possess
the characteristics that are “branded with the threatened domain” (Ben-Zeev, Fein, & Inzlicht,
2005, p. 174). The level of understanding that it takes to unpack stereotype threat may be
incomprehensible for African American Teenage Girls in adolescence. To that end, African
American Teenage Girls are doubly stereotyped as women and as African American, which can
lead to feelings of inadequacy and/or self-doubt causing cultural dissonance. Due to these
feelings of inadequacy, African American Girls may not be able to achieve higher standards or
excel (Steele, 1997).
It is the history of struggle and survival that make for the array of available narratives
that speak to the complexities African American Teenage Girls face. These complexities
combined with the daily stressors can lead to stress related trauma. To that end, stress can lead
to internal and external trauma that may not be visibly noticeable.
Mental and Physical Trauma for African Americans
Oppressive behaviors can cause trauma like symptoms such as physical pain, impersonal
sensitivity, and anxiety (Husband, 2016). Stress induced encounters cannot always be seen by
peers, parents, or school personnel. Stress-related trauma may be felt in the body and have a
social emotional effect on African American Teenage Girls which necessitates the exploration of
trauma as a connection to stress. Trauma has many dimensions and has been defined differently
by many scholars. Menzies defined trauma as:
An event that is outside the range of usual human experience’ that would ‘evoke
symptoms of distress in almost everyone’ (APA, 1987: 236). By the mid-1990s the APA
had made a distinction between common stressors such as bereavement, chronic illness,
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job loss and marital breakdown as one level of trauma, and traumatic experiences
marked by intense fear, terror and helplessness. (Menzies, 2019, p. 2).
Some scholars describe traumatic events or experiences as torture in war torn countries,
combat, rape and natural disasters; others view trauma as how African Americans are overly
policed, disciplined, profiled, and marginalized (Menzies, 2019; M. W. Morris, 2016; Ralph,
2020). Specific to this study, trauma can be defined as what African Americans face by virtue of
their (naturalized) racialized status (Ralph, 2020, p. 92). While it is tempting to think of trauma
as one-dimensional, as explained in the definition above.
It is crucial to recognize the effects of racially-based trauma, a facet of trauma which
causes mental, emotional, and physical injury from experiencing real and perceived racism
(Bryant-Davis, 2007; Carter, 2007, as cited by Mosley et al., 2021).
Mosley et al.’s (2021), definition of racial trauma is used to frame and explore the stressful
encounters of African American Teenage Girls:
Racial trauma, also referred to as race-based traumatic stress, is the psychological,
emotional, and physical injury from experiencing real and perceived racism (BryantDavis, 2007; Carter, 2007). Racial trauma accounts for experiences of racism inclusive of
overt (e.g., use of racial slurs) and covert (e.g., exclusion based on assumptions of racial
inferiority) interpersonal discrimination and harassment, as well as institutional and
systemic racism (p. 1).
For the purposes of this study, the operational definition of trauma combined the definition
provided by Mosley et al., (2021). This is the viewpoint in which I can frame how my
participants define their school experiences, such as the ways they suffer in silence and how they
are discriminated against due to their hair texture. The literature exposes the ways racial trauma
may have far greater repercussions on a person’s mental and physical well-being.
Scholars believe African American Girls’ survival has always been about whether “they
are seen, how they are seen” (M. W. Morris, 2016, p. 18) and for this study how they manage
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these survival tactics. African American Teenage Girls must navigate through an educational
system whose “conscious actions of many individuals daily contribute to maintaining and
reproducing oppression” (Young, 2004, p. 39) and can be traumatizing. As a result of negative
stereotypes, school employees misinterpret the cause of student behavior, specifically the
behavior of African American Girl students (Black, 2011; Pugh-Lilly, Neville, & Poulin, 2001).
To understand the effects of oppression for my participants, there must be an
understanding of the ways it harms their social emotional wellbeing.
Resilience as a Protective Strategy: Harmful or Beneficial
African American Teenage Girls must contend with labels that have been around for
years, e.g., resilient (Evans-Winters, 2014), strong (hooks, 2015) and in more recent years the
label of blackgirl magic (Thompson, 2013). The aforementioned terms used to describe African
American Women and Girls may serve as great motivators and empower them. However, the
very words that are supposed to inspire them can also cause harm. bell hooks (2015) and Brown
(2015) have created perspectives such as the “oppositional gaze”7 and “blackgirl magic”8
respectively to combat the issues of oppression. hooks stressed that “developing an oppositional
gaze is especially important for adolescent African American Girls who continue to grow up in
an environment where they are continually relegated to the role of “the Other” in society (hooks,
2015).
Morgan (1999) suggested that the strong African American Women who are resilient in
times of oppression is a damaging label and may deepen the trauma. The word resilience is used
too loosely to describe African American Girls and their needs. Resilience may need to be
reframed when it deals with the internalization of stressful situations as a means of survival.
Evans-Winters (2014) bridged definitions from a number of scholars, arguing that resiliency is

Oppositional gaze is defined as “a site of resistance for colonized black people globally” (hooks, 2015;Nyachae, 2016
p. 225).
8 blackgirl magic is a term that serves as a call to action, used as a reminder of our power and our unique beauty,
internal and external)
7
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the ability to recover from or adjust to problems, adversity, and stressors in life. Evans-Winters
(2014) asserted that terms that synonymous with resiliency in urban education are positive
coping, persistence, adaptation, and long-term success despite adverse circumstances. Shange
(2019) argued that these terms perpetuate pathologies that add to the number of tactics they use
to “make space for themselves in hostile terrains” (p. 5). While their actions are resilient, what
are the results of these actions?
Resilience can impact African American Girls negatively, psychologically, physically and
create feelings that they are not able to describe. These institutionalized conditions have shaped
the “sociohistorical forces continue to perpetuate injury, hurt, and harm in the lives of African
American Girls even as they continue to find practical ways to deal, cope, and resist” (Brown,
2013, p. 17). Evans-Winters (2014) stated that to better serve this cohort of students one must
understand educational resilience. Educational resilience is about asking the questions that
would assist African American Teenage Girls to succeed in school. The questions should be
centered on ways to best serve African American Teenage Girls’ psychological, physical, and
academically so that they are given an equitable opportunity to succeed.
Resilience for this body of research is the way my participants use protective strategies to
survive and internalize stressful encounters in school. To internalize stressful encounters is a
survival mechanism to pull from within and let the hurt and pain of oppressive behaviors go.
These are protective strategies utilized to manage unfair practices; however, if not pursued in a
healthy manner, these coping strategies can have major health concerns and lead to selfdestructive behavior as mentioned in the previous section. Allen et al. (2019), stated there are
two components to coping: “(a) dispositional coping-styles which determine one’s usual
interactions with the environment and (b) context-dependent coping, conscious strategies to
regulate emotion, cognition, behavior, and/or physiology in response to specific stressful
encounters” (p. 2). These two coping mechanisms interconnect, in “ways that have implications
for health” (Allen et al., 2019, p. 2). Another set of strategies, known as avoidance coping
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strategies, aim to “reduce the stress associated with negative situations or feelings by
minimizing the severity of the issue, engaging in distracting activities, or trying to ignore or
forget about the situation” (Shadid et al., 2018, p. 8).
Cunningham, Francois, Rodriguez, and Lee (2018) described these coping styles as
protective strategies used to shield African American girls “from being psychologically harmed
by problematic social experiences, such as racism-related stress, and moderate the impact of
such experiences” (as cited by Pearlin & Schooler, 1978 p. 319). Neal-Jackson (2018) detailed
accounts of how African American Teenage Girls used certain coping strategies. One young
woman described her ability to talk with an attitude as enabling her to stand up for herself when
she perceived unfair treatment in school. In another account, a young African American woman
refused to shift her identity and remained true to herself and was described as unwilling to
camouflage her African American self. Maintaining her sense of belonging was a protective
strategy for her despite the resistance she faced from her teachers (Neal-Jackson, 2018).
The actions of African American Girls can be considered abrasive or aggressive when
they defend their culture. It may come out as anger towards others when they are guarding their
identity. Hardy (2013) stated it was nearly impossible for African American teenagers to receive
continuous negative and “debilitating messages and have one’s sense of self assaulted without
experiencing rage” (p. 26). According to Gordon (2008) “to heal from the systemic oppression
and deeply rooted inequalities that construct Black girlhood in the United States that see them
as “lesser than,” affirms that African American Girls “cannot and should not be left on their own,
alone to deal with these encounters” (as cited by Brown, 2013, p. 151). African American
Teenage Girls cannot mend the broken pieces on one’s own, given that resistance to healing is so
fiercely rooted in a self-protectiveness that is essential (Brown, 2013, p. 152).
Nyachae (2016) confirmed that African American Girls must learn to shift their gaze to
resist negative stereotypes. Similarly, Brown’s black girlhood theory can be used as an
organizing framework in order to encourage and move African American Teenage Girls toward
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the collective action of critiquing their status in U.S. society” (Nyachae, 2016, p. 228). As noted
by Cunningham et al. (2018), shifting African American Teenage Girls’ oppositional gaze (hooks,
2015) takes a level of consciousness that has yet to be developed in adolescents and they need
support.
Support
Many African American Women survive harmful experiences by putting on what has
been called their “armor” in anticipation of future threats; these women feel the need to
overcompensate for negative stereotypes (Allen et al., 2019, p. 3). This includes working three
times harder to prove themselves, subduing emotions, and having a support group. Stice (2004)
found that when one felt accepted and valued in their interpersonal environment, it bolstered
esteem, confidence, and efficacy, which can guard against depression. Having an environment
that affirms and validates students are essential to managing stress and feeling welcomed.
Research asserts that a supportive school environment is one where there are caring teachers
(Rivera-McCutchen, 2012). According to the stress buffering model, social support mitigates the
relation between stressful life events and depression.
The stress-buffering model is based on studies of stress and health that have shown a
persons' appraisal of social support tends to buffer or moderate effects of stress. In the
face of stressful conditions, individuals with high levels of social support are buffered
from negative effects of str interactional approach, that regard levels of family and friend
social support to support stressful life events (DeGarmo, 2008, p. 37).
On the other hand, the lack of social support could increase the risk for depression
(Stice, 2004). If there is a limited perceived support from family, peers and school staff
depressive symptoms increase during adolescence (Leathe, Matthews, Harrison, & Chavous,
2019; Stice, 2004). Furthermore, studies of social support raise complex questions around the
role of racial identity in the school lives of Black students in predominantly White schools
(Leathe et al., 2019, p. 1326). Students who were aware of racial biases may experience
22

challenges with school engagement (Leathe et al., 2019, p. 1326). Undoubtedly, an unsupportive
environment adds to the stressors of students who feel like they do not belong.
However, students in predominantly African American schools whose racial identity and
culture were supported showed increased school success (Leathe et al., 2019). Exposure to
diverse in-group peers, including those who excel academically, may contribute to a shared
sense of racial and community connectedness, which in turn can positively affect academic
motivation and engagement (Leathe et al., 2019, p. 1327). A review by Harper (2007)
emphasizes when African American adolescents are in same race schools, students have a higher
self-esteem which translate to higher achievement (Leathe et al., 2019). In fact, support is
crucial to African Americans that attend predominately White schools (Shahid et al., 2018).
African American Women identify racial discrimination as a persistent stressor
occurring throughout their life across numerous life domains. The constant struggle of gender
and race creates cultural dissonance and can lead to stressors that cause trauma.
The myriad ways that African American Girls may be plagued with the trauma of oppression
while being resilient, strong, and having “blackgirl magic” (Thompson, 2013), can cause more
harm than is seen or understood. These kinds of characterizations may leave the students feeling
that they have to act a certain way when all they want is to be accepted as a student in school.
Morris confirms that many African American Girls deal with this trauma in isolation which
creates more harm (Morris, 2019). Based on the literature presented, African Americans use
many strategies to survive stressful encounters of oppression. In this next section I explore the
research questions designed to examine how my participants interpreted and managed stressful
experiences in school.
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Chapter 3. Methodology
One of the things that has to be faced is the process of waiting to change the system, how
much we have got to do to find out who we are, where we have come from and where we
are going.
—Ella Baker
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the rationale for the study, the recruitment and
selection process, the data instrument used, and the data analysis process. This chapter
explains the methods used to explore the research question. The study sought to understand the
ways in which African American Teenage Girls navigate stress in school and investigate the
possible links between stress and oppression that African American Teenage Girls face daily.
Informed by the existing literature, this research study explored the ways in which
oppressive practices, such as discrimination, microaggressions and marginalization create
stressful experiences for African American Teenage Girls. I investigated: (a) how they describe
stress, (b) how they manage oppressive encounters they face, (c) the survival mechanisms they
use to protect themselves and (d) the support systems they require to survive race-related
trauma. The goal of delving into the aforementioned areas was to make meaning of the
potential harm that is invoked on African American Teenage Girls in school and how these
oppressive practices impact them mentally and physically.
Research Design
Drawing from the stories of African American Teenage Girls, this research study used a
qualitative approach to investigate stress as it relates to their school experiences. This inquiry
takes a constructivist worldview with a phenomenological reductionist approach in that it seeks
to “make sense of the meanings others have about the world” (Creswell, 2014, p. 8). Herstory is
explored and as Creswell (2014) denoted was a way to signify if African American Teenage Girls’
oppressive encounters individually or as a collective are attributed to the socioemotional
problems that exist for them. The tenets of BFT and CRT were used as the conceptual
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frameworks to illuminate the effects of discrimination, marginalization and microaggressions
facing African American Teenage Girls.
By exploring these stressful encounters, it was my intention to use their voices to
illustrate how they describe their experiences. Being an African American Woman allowed me
access and to engage in a dialogue about their encounters as African American Teenage Girls,
and hopefully it was a space that they trusted to tell their stories. Research states, African
American Girls need a space where they are comfortable in their own skin that allows them the
freedom to coexist without negative stereotypes (Nyachae, 2016). In addition to collecting data
for this study, my aim was to provide a platform for African American Teenage Girls to express
their feelings and share their stories.
The use of a qualitative approach for this study is intentional given African American
Teenage Girls voices have not been heard in many educational spaces regarding their stressors.
Cameron (2000) stated that participants are generally chosen based on their connection to the
research topic (as cited by Longhurst, 2003). For this reason, I made a conscious effort to use
purposive sampling, also known as judgment sampling, to ensure that the participants possess
the qualities required for the study (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Purposive sampling was a
deliberate choice and very necessary to focus on the five individuals and their experiences.
Purposive sampling is a nonrandom technique that does not need underlying theories or a set
number of participants (Etikan et al., 2016). It was a conscious decision on my part to find
participants who self-identified as Black or African American and who were willing to provide
the information by virtue of knowledge or experience (Etikan et al., 2016). While I was
deliberate in not generalizing all African American Teenage Girls, I did compare their stories to
other studies to shed light on their stressful encounters, but also to note the pervasiveness of
racism (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; M. W. Morris, 2016)
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Research Question
To examine the ways African American Teenage Girls’, manage racial discrimination, I
used the following question to navigate this study:
How do African American Teenage Girls frame and navigate the stressors in their lives and in
school?
Participant Recruitment and Selection
The participants were recruited from an open call on all my personal social media
platforms (e.g., Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter; Appendix A). The study was not
geographically bound and was open to all self-identified African American Teenage Girls in the
United States. I recruited five African American Teenage Girls to participate between the ages of
14-17 and were in grades 9-12. The process took about three weeks to recruit my participants
and convene a meeting (Appendix A).
Once I recruited my participants, I convened an introductory meeting via Zoom9
conferencing with all the participants and their parents to explain the purpose of the research
study. During this session, I provided an overview of the consent form, outlined the virtual focus
group and one-on-one interview format, and answered any questions they had about the study
(Appendix B). Upon the conclusion of the meeting, I provided the parents and students with
consent and assent forms respectively, via email.
High school-aged students were chosen for this study, as researchers found that they are
better suited to pinpoint their concerns (Blakemore, 2018). According to some studies, a process
called synaptic pruning, when the brain increases the efficiency of information processing,
nearly completes by mid-adolescence; thus, basic cognitive capacities of reasoning and
understanding reach adult-like levels by about age 15 (Scott, Duell, & Steinberg, 2018, p. 29).
Synaptic pruning gives high school-aged teenagers the ability to understand and feel what is

Zoom allows users to conduct virtual meetings and collaborate in real-time using integrated communication tools to
take polls (Zoom Video Communications, 2020, para. xx).
9
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happening to them in real-time, which is significant for this study. While my participants were
not always able to explain their feelings, they were able to identify when they were
uncomfortable or felt slighted. They were also able to provide narratives to frame their stressors
which caused them harm.
Research Participants
My participants ranged in age and grade level. I was able to have a student represented
from every high school grade level. Most of the participants were from the northeast and two
were from the same state. All participants were from different school districts and the
demographics of their school population differed according to their descriptions (Table 1). Sky
described her school as “mixed” to mean there was no true majority race within her school;
there was a relatively equal mix of Muslim, Hispanic, White, and Black students. The
participants were also asked to choose their pseudonyms based on their favorite color. This was
deliberate to include them in the research process. At the time of this research, my participants
were beginning a new school year starting in August or September depending on their location.
Table 1
Participant Information
Name

Grade

Region of United States

School demographics

Blue

9th

Northeast

Predominantly White

Sunshine

10th

Northeast

Predominantly White

Pink

11th

Northeast

Predominantly White

Sky

11th

Southeast

Mixed Race

Royalty

12th

Southeast

Predominantly African American

Blue, the youngest of my participants, was a month into her freshman year of high school
when this study began. She was very quiet at the beginning of the first group session. During the
sessions Blue became more comfortable and would enter into discussion based on the answers
that the other participants provided.
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Sunshine was a sophomore at the time and the only participant who kept her camera off
for the focus groups. During the focus groups, Sunshine used the chat box to share her
responses. It was only during our one-on-one interview that I saw her face for the first time.
Sunshine attended a predominantly African American middle school but attended a
predominantly White high school when she participated in this study.
Pink was the most vocal of my participants. She was very eager to share herstory of
oppressive practices and the ways she felt stressed. She went to school in the Midwest for
preschool through sixth grade, however, she attended middle school and high school in the
Northeast. She was in advanced placement classes and presented as very sociable.
Sky was also a high school junior who recently moved from the Northeast to the
Southeast. Sky missed the first group session, however she transitioned smoothly into the
second session. Sky struggled with acclimating to a new school and adapting to a new
community. She shared some of the challenges she had with moving to a new school out of state.
Though her new school was diverse, she did not feel quite comfortable with her peers and some
of the school staff. Sky was very vocal in the focus group about the ways in which she used her
voice to point out the unfair treatment she felt was happening in her school.
Royalty, the oldest and the graduating senior at the time of this research brought a
different perspective to the sessions. She viewed her encounters as survival and a sense of
accomplishment for getting through 12 years of schooling. Royalty was unable to join the
second focus group because she had to work during the scheduled time. While she was not as
vocal as the other participants in the group, she provided a certain grounding with her quiet
demeanor. Her responses seemed thought out and she listened to the younger participants,
providing encouragement (i.e., “I like that answer”) as the others shared their responses to
questions.
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Research Setting
Researchers have suggested that the construction of a safe space is important for African
American Girls to safely express their opinions (Belenky et al., 1997; Polleck, 2010; Wissman,
2007). As the researcher, one way I tried to offer a safe space for the participants was by
allowing them to express their viewpoints regarding their personal experiences at school in the
way that felt most comfortable to them. This included either using the phone, responding to me
publicly or in the private chat box, and not forcing them to be on camera. Zoom video
conferencing allowed for a safe space by giving my participants choices. During the introductory
meeting, I discussed ground rules, provided them with privacy options and stressed the
importance of confidentiality for this study (Appendix C). As a group who occupies
marginalized positions, being African American and female, it was my duty to make every effort
to make them feel comfortable and allow them to choose how they wanted to respond.
Data Collection
The data collection process involved gathering rich information to answer the emerging
research questions (Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2007). The data collection
method was developed using a combination of the research question, purpose of the study, and
the tenets of the conceptual frameworks of BFT and CRT (Flynn, Albrecht, & Scott, 2018). My
methods for collecting data were two semi-structured focus groups (with the same participants),
individual interviews, and a questionnaire to “elicit experiences, beliefs and opinions” (Guest,
Namey, Taylor, Eley, & McKenna, 2017, p. 693) from the participants using Zoom
videoconferencing technology, lasting 60 to 75 minutes for the focus groups and 30 to 45
minutes for the individual interviews (Table 2). I chose these instruments to capture the rich
meaning of the participants’ stories. The data collection process for this study included the
focus groups, individual interviews, and the questionnaire to corroborate evidence from
different sources to illuminate specific themes or perspectives.
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I believed it was appropriate to use a multimodal data collection approach to allow my
participants to tell their stories through imagery and audio. The decision to use focus groups
and interviews via teleconferencing was intentional. For far too long, in research there has been
an overreliance on the written word as the way to convey knowledge as the primary form of
inquiry (Ohito & the Fugitive Literacies Collective, 2020). My ideologies are parallel to that of
Ohito and the Fugitive Literacies Collective (2020), and L. T. Smith (2007), both of which
support practices that amplify the voices of African American Teenage Girls like my participants
and approaches Blackness by decolonizing traditional methodologies like those mentioned
above (hooks, 2015; L. T. Smith, 2007). Specifically, Ohito and the Fugitive Literacies Collective
(2020) focused on a set of “textual, aural, linguistic, spatial, and/or visual modes of
communication” (p. 189) to awaken and liberate students as “empowered producers of
knowledge,” (p. 186) shifting the focus of Whiteness and anti-Blackness, and dismantling both
as a desirable goal.
In Ohito and the Fugitive Literacies Collective’s (2020) study, Ohito recruited African
American college students to define their concept of Blackness through composing “a tri-part
essay that toggled linguistic, visual, and aural modes of communication” (p. 197). The purpose of
this multimodal approach was to demonstrate how using different mediums can empower Black
participants to have powerful multifaceted responses addressing their concept of Blackness
(Ohito & the Fugitive Literacies Collective, 2020). By using this approach, Ohito and the
Fugitive Literacies Collective (2020) were able to awaken the social consciousness of their
participants and their relationship with their lived experiences.
Thus, my approach echoes that of other researchers in this field (Ohito & the Fugitive
Literacies Collective, 2020) who used multiple mediums to best collect rich and varied data from
their participants. My study used key components of multimodal research to “document and
map the relationship across and between modes in texts, interactions, social practices, art[i]facts
and spaces” (Flewitt, Price, & Korkiakangas, 2019, p. 3). During the data collection process, I
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identified the ways in which my participants interacted with one another, as well as their
reactions to other participants’ responses, facial cues, and hand gestures.
This is the reason I chose to embed visuals of the girls in the research to better envision
and reframe their narratives of the world through their lens (Ohito & the Fugitive Literacies
Collective, 2020; L. T. Smith, 2007). According to L. T. Smith (2007), envisioning is a strategy
to reimagine a future with a lens of the subject so they may share their stories from their own
perspective (L. T. Smith, 2007). Similar to L. T. Smith’s argument, my participants had the
ability to reframe their story and shift to a more positive message of self. In addition, using this
approach allows them to reframe their lived experiences and have greater control over the ways
in which their issues are interpreted and discussed (L. T. Smith, 2007). I used this multimodal
approach of focus groups and interviews to promote liberation in the education space, and to be
more inclusive of Black feminist viewpoints that inspire African American creativity (hooks,
2015; M. W. Morris, 2016; Ohito & the Fugitive Literacies Collective, 2020).
Focus Groups. Focus groups are a common qualitative data collection method (Flynn,
et al., 2018) and are defined as group discussions exploring a set of specific issues that are
focused because the process involves some collective activity (Kitzinger, 1998, as cited by Flynn
et al., 2018, p. 2). Some researchers found that beginning with focus groups as the first data
collection point was useful to then conduct follow-up interviews with individual participants to
explore specific opinions and experiences in more depth, as well as to elicit stories that address
the continuity of individual experiences over time (D. L. Morgan, 1996). D. L. Morgan (1996)
believed this strategy has the advantage of first identifying a range of experiences and
perspectives, and then pulling from that group to add more depth where needed. Beginning with
the focus groups was advantageous in that it allowed my participants to get to know each other.
I was able to engage the participants in a collective conversation about their experiences which
may have been uncomfortable if I had instead begun with the individual interview. Focus groups
provided a platform for them to use their voices to engage in an exercise that may have shifted
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their perspective on certain behaviors, and they were able to listen and hear other perspectives.
They were supported and encouraged to share their stories and interact with one another. The
conversation happened organically by them responding to questions. One of the major
components of conducting focus groups is to have the interaction between participants as a way
of collecting qualitative data that would not emerge using other methods (i.e., individual
interviews, online surveys; Flynn et al., 2018, p. 2). By allowing these focus groups to occur in
the virtual space, my participants provided rich qualitative data that may not have occurred
individually.
All the sessions were virtual groups. The virtual meeting space was a place to share
herstory (defined as a feminist viewpoint or with special attention to the experience of
women; Merriam-Webster, 1962) collectively and individually through responding to a
sequence of questions that were posed to the group (Appendix F). The Zoom chat box was used
by the participants to define certain words or terms, such as stress, and strong African
American woman. In addition, this chat box was a way to ease the pressure of saying what they
felt out loud if it went against, for example the beliefs of Whiteness, or school regulations that
they may otherwise feel uncomfortable discussing. Having multiple ways to respond to
questions, was beneficial to the data collection process. For Sunshine, the chat was the best way
to interact with the other participants, while leaving her camera off.
Some scholars have raised concerns about videoconferencing not being able to provide
the same level of interaction between the participants and moderator as face-to-face focus
groups (O’Conaill, Whittaker, & Wilbeur, 1993). However, other researchers, such as Flynn et al.
(2018), stated prior evidence primarily compared “face to face focus groups to online text-only
focus groups and not technologies that incorporate audiovisual capacity to mimic face to face
focus groups” (p. 3). During my study, most of the participants appeared very comfortable
sharing their experiences. Based on their interactions they appeared empowered and engaged in
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the conversation. These interactions will be explored with each participant in more detail in the
following chapters.
Sharing their Stories. All the sessions began with introductions of all participants, an
overview of the group protocols, and a discussion on the purpose of the research project
(Appendix C; Adams & Cox, 2008). I designed certain elements of the focus group to make my
participants more comfortable, such as providing an overview of the sessions, having an
icebreaker, and allowing my participants to have the choice of using the chat or being off camera
was a way to set them up for the focus group. Next, I explained the ice breaker, which was
modeled after a game of bingo (Appendix D). During this ice breaker, my participants were
invited to write in the chat box or answer questions aloud, which required them to find another
participant who had one of the items listed on the bingo sheet until they completed a row or a
column. While my intention was to create an interactive icebreaker so the participants could get
to know each other, the game did not go as I expected. The manner in how I had to adapt to this
challenge will be discussed in detail in Chapter 8. Once the icebreaker was complete, the girls
actively participated in the rest of the session. The introduction and the icebreaker activity took
approximately 15 to 20 minutes. Once I began the research query, my participants began to
respond and seemed more comfortable engaging with one another.
The second focus group discussion was held the following week and began similarly to
the first one with going over the purpose of the session, discussing the protocols, and the
purpose for the study. The session started with a questionnaire and a video about a young Black
Girl, which elicited a discussion about feelings, thoughts, and ideas about the subject of the
video and how they related to her, if at all. This video (DJ D-nice, 2020) was chosen because of
the statements the young subject made about how she is treated differently because of the color
of her skin. The participants used the chat box to respond to my prompt about any feelings that
came up for them emotionally or physically Based on the video, I inquired if they had ever felt
like the subject of the video did in school, and if so, what did they do. Next, I asked my
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participants to write a letter to their younger self (knowing what they know about stress now),
stating what they would say to comfort themselves when they felt stressed at the age of the
subject of the video.
Following the introductions, the discussion began with the questionnaire, a review of the
responses and the semi-structured focus group discussion (Appendix E). Once the questionnaire
was completed, the results were shared with my participants on the spot. The Zoom
questionnaire feature allowed for an aggregate of participant responses to be displayed on the
screen. The participants were notified beforehand of the expectations of the focus group and
what participation entailed. None of my participants objected to sharing the Zoom
questionnaire. Having the aggregate of the responses within seconds, allowed me to have some
insight into how they self-identify, types of stressors in their school, which stimulated dialogue
and eased them into a more in-depth discussion around stress and oppression (Appendix F).
The intention of the questionnaire was two-fold: to help start the conversation and to
follow up with “some specific points or a series of interviews, to fully explore some aspect of the
phenomenon under study “(Adams & Cox, 2008, p. 17). The questionnaire was a mixture of
simple factual questions requiring a yes or no answer or complex factual questions requiring
slightly more thought (Adams & Cox, 2008). This process took a bit more time than expected.
After we went over the responses to the questionnaire, I realized the time allotted did not leave
much room to ask the other questions I had planned for the session.
According to Adams and Cox (2008), “semi-structured questions require full
concentration” (p. 20) and can require more focus and thought than the factual questions. The
semi-structured questions were covered loosely based on responses to the questionnaire, so that
the session could end on time (Appendix F, Appendix G). At the end of every session, I asked my
participants to share something they learned from this focus group. A couple of the participants
shared takeaways such as: “this group made me feel I wasn’t alone in feeling like this” and “Can

34

we continue meeting after the research is over?” which was indicative of them feeling
comfortable and that this was a safe space to share their thoughts.
One-on-One Interviews. The one-on-one interviews were more in-depth and were
based on the responses from the focus groups. The one-on-one interviews allowed me to have a
more in-depth discussion with each participant regarding their experiences dealing with stress.
The individual interviews were scheduled after I analyzed the data from the focus groups. Guest
et al. (2017), suggested that individual interviews produce more detail than focus groups, and
offer more insight into a respondent’s personal thoughts, feelings, and worldview, which is why I
captured personal stories from every participant. I conducted an interview with each participant
that ranged from 25 to 50 minutes. The one-on-one interviews were semi-structured (Appendix
B). By having individual interviews, I was able to collect data that may not have been provided in
the focus groups. The interview questions were also mapped out in Padlet10 to assist with my
inquiry process (Figure 2). The mapping of the questions provided me with an outline of how to
move the interview forward while focused on the specific topics. I mapped the questions out
based on topics such as school environment, school relationships, discrimination experiences.
It mirrored the questions I used during the focus group (Appendix H); however, it was my way
of framing the questions to make sure they were in alignment with the interview questions.

Padlet, a ‘free’ web 2.0 tool, is a platform where virtual walls can be created. A virtual wall functions like a notice or
a white board where one can ‘pin’ multiple and different types of files (word documents, images, audio files, videos)
on. The creator of a wall has control over the content, design, layout and privacy of the walls. When designing a wall,
the creator can choose from the different ‘wallpapers’ given to design the background of a wall and when there are
multiple postings on a wall, he or she can ‘arrange’ them in different layout, i.e., stream, freeform or grid (Deni &
Zainal, 2018, p.2).
10
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Figure 2
Mapping of Individual Interview Questions
Data Analysis
The data was transcribed using otter.ai.11 Using otter.ai was a seamless process in
transcribing from Zoom. It separated the various participant voices from the Zoom sessions,
allowed me to leave comments, and identified keywords throughout the sessions.
I used an inductive analysis method to search for patterns of meaning in the data to
document the overall thoughts and feelings of the participants (Hatch, 2002). Meaning I used
“inductive reasoning to construct theory from data collected and analyzed with the goal of

11

Otter.ai is the voice-to-text transcription software, Otter AI. Otter AI can transcribe recordings of conversations (e.g.
interviews, lecturers, meetings) and identify then separate each speaker according to the timbre of his/her voice.
(Adams, 2019).

36

explaining research findings” (Williams & Moser, 2019, p. 51). I used inductive analysis to
support my study by establishing the issues around stress, exploring the ways my participants
experience stress, as well as any new information that arose out of the study.
Open and axial coding were used to analyze the data. Williams and Moser (2019)
defined open coding as the process of using “distinct concepts and themes for categorization” (p.
48). Axial coding is the second level in the process that “further refines, aligns, and categorizes
the themes” (Williams & Moser, p. 50). To generate codes, I followed the processes outlined in
methodologically comparable inquiries (Blair & Deckman, 2017). For my analysis this required
“repeated listening of the text while making theoretical and analytical memos throughout…
generating explanations linked to the overarching patterns; and (d) reflexive and transparent
documentation of our claims” (Gabriel & Lester, 2013, p. 11). Specifically, after listening to the
audio and reading the transcriptions of the data, I used Padlet to open code. I utilized Padlet to
parse out, and identify distinct concepts and themes for categorization (Williams & Moser, 2019;
Figure 3).

Figure 3

Sample of Open and Axial Coding Using Padlet
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The first step in open coding aims to “express the data and the phenomena in the form of
concepts” (William & Moser, 2019, p. 48). I coded the data which entailed (a) labeling the
relevant words, phrases, or sentences; (b) selecting actions, opinions, concepts, or feelings based
on the topic; and (3) culling the data (Lofgren, 2013). The data as shown in figure 4 depicts the
process I used in Padlet. I identified 25 concepts that emerged from my initial coding of the
sessions, such as care, resilience, and strong African American Woman (Appendix I). Once the
initial coding was completed, I moved on to “axial coding which focused on identifying emergent
themes, and further refined, aligned, and categorized the themes” (Williams & Moser, 2019, p.
50). In the axial data coding process, I looked for (a) repetition of a word or situation, (b)
concepts that are different or surprises in the responses, (c) things explicitly stated, (d)
statements that confirm the research, (e) similarities to a theory or concept, and (f) other
relevant themes related to the topic (Lofgren, 2013). I used Padlet to organize my data. For
example, I looked for instances where my participants described resilience as being able to take
on any kind of pain, or be unstoppable. I color-coded responses by participant, which allowed
me to note who was discussing the topic, as well as capture the words or phrases that were
repeated or new information. I also referred to the literature during the analysis process to
extend my interpretations as necessary (Maxwell, 2005). Throughout the coding process I
reflected on the themes, paying attention to “emerging patterns, document[ing] the process, and
confirm[ing] the dependability of the codes by engaging processes of constant comparison”
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008 as cited by Blair & Deckman, 2017, p. 18).
I chose to embed visuals of the girls in the research to better envision and reframe their
narratives of the world through their lens (Ohito & the Fugitive Literacies Collective, 2020; L. T.
Smith, 2007). According to L. T. Smith (2007), envisioning is a strategy to reimagine a future
with a lens of the subject so they may share their stories from their own perspective (Smith,
2007). Similar to L. T. Smith’s argument, my participants had the ability to reframe their story
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and shift to a more positive message of self. In addition, using this approach allows them to
reframe their lived experiences and have greater control over the ways in which their issues are
interpreted and discussed (L. T. Smith, 2007).
I was especially interested in how the girls defined their stressors, made meaning of
stressful experiences in school, and how they managed oppressive practices. As I coded the
transcripts and the written materials produced by the girls, I considered the concept of stress
and all its dimensions from the girls’ perspectives and how it related to discrimination in school.
I also coded for possible ways it made them feel (e.g., physically, emotionally, and socially) and
the ways they cope with these encounters. Throughout, the data analysis process, the tenets of
BFT and CRT were considered and used to analyze the emerging themes and interpret my
findings based on the coding procedures explained above. For instance, when my participants
spoke about what it means to be a strong African American Woman, they made bold statements
describing them as, “someone who doesn't take no for an answer,” or “unstoppable and
intelligent.” The choice of words seemed to encourage my participants to use an oppositional
gaze (hooks, 2015) which allowed them to interpret how they see their future selves and rewrite
their story. Additionally, I would note when their body language, or the words they did not say
might reflect a deeper emotional response.
The process of coding ensured the themes were effectively linked to the data (Patton,
1990). However, my exact coding scheme emerged through the process of engaging in the
analysis. The process permitted me to notice that some themes were more prevalent than others.
There were four prevalent themes that developed after the analysis process. Table 1 depicts the
methods and analysis, and Table 2 shows the final themes that emerged from the data analysis.
The data from Padlet were uploaded into an Excel spreadsheet to refine and analyze the data
(Appendix I).
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Table 2
Summary of Data Collection Methods and Analysis
Method

Type of Data Collected

Rationale

Data Analysis

Online questionnaire

Written responses

Establish and identifying
ways AATG self-define

Focus groups

Video and Audio records,
written responses and
data transcriptions,
written letter to teachers,
written note to younger
self
Audio-video records, data
transcriptions

Elicit group experiences
and commonalities and
discrimination in schools

Review aggregate of
responses using Zoom
software
Review transcripts and
recording
Memo about focus groups
Thematic level Otter.ai
software

One-on-One Interviews

Deeper insight to stressful
school experiences

Review transcriptions and
recordings,
Otter.ai software

Table 3
Emergent Themes
Analysis Category
Stress

Discrimination

Emergent Themes
Pressure to Excel
Unsupportive Environment
Treated Differently
Suffering in Silence
Managing Discrimination
Hair Discrimination

Resilience

Support

Defining Resilience
Building Resilience
Managing Resilience
Affirmation
Nurturing Environment
Protection
Advocacy Against Racism

Validity
As a qualitative researcher, I recognize my role as the instrument of my analysis. Because
my subjectivities, practices, and interests influence the path of exploration, I had to be very clear
about my positionality as a researcher upfront (Blair & Deckman, 2017). I relied on my ability to
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interpret these meanings (Creswell, 2014) as an African American Woman, and acknowledge
that my personal, cultural, and ontological experiences (Creswell, 2014) shape my
interpretations. Maxwell (2005) believed that “separating your research from other aspects of
your life cuts you off from a major source of insights, hypotheses, and validity checks” (p.
36). However, it was important that the data and findings were trustworthy and had
creditworthiness and limited any biases. Some of the ways I addressed these concerns were
through member checking, working with my committee to ensure the best processes were being
followed to analyze the data and finally, triangulating the data.
I edited the videos by cropping out the other participants faces and intentionally
zooming in on the comments of one participant. In some cases, I selected statements germane to
the theme. Typically, for clarity, I would cut the video statements to be under a minute. I sent
the snippets to my participants to member check them. I shared the snippets of the videos with
my participants to ensure they were comfortable with the blurred faces and the audio changes.
Once my participants approved the videos, I added them to this study. There were a couple of
videos that needed more modifications to accommodate my participants. This process took
about two weeks to complete. Through member checking, I ensured trustworthiness and
accuracy of the data. (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016). In addition, member
checking was used to validate, verify, and assess the trustworthiness of the qualitative results
(Birt et al., 2016). To further ensure trustworthiness, I triangulated my findings with student
reflections and field notes (see appendix I) and received feedback from my interpretive
community of scholars and in consultation with my committee members (Luttrell, 2010;
Maxwell, 2005). I also consulted the literature during my analysis process to extend my
interpretations (Maxwell, 2005).
My Positionality and Perspective
My perspective as an African American Woman allowed me to have access and
understand the possible traumas African American Teenage Girls could face due to racial
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discrimination that create stress. This research project was significant to me for a few reasons.
First, as an African American Women, I can identify with the ways racial discrimination can be
oppressive. I aligned myself with researchers who believe in the importance of carving out a
space so that African American Girls can dialogue about their experiences (Price-Dennis,
Muhammad, Womack, McArthur, & Haddix, 2017). From a positionality perspective, as an
African American Woman I can identify with the challenges my participants and the African
American female students I have worked with may face within the school setting. This research
is a combination of my epistemological and ontological perspectives, which provide a unique
lens giving me an insider and outsider approach to this work.
Strengths and Limitations
Some researchers have suggested there is no research study without limitations, and
“there are no perfect research designs” (Patton, 1990, p. 162). While the intention of this
research was to inspire and amplify the voices of five African American Teenage Girls, there are
both strengths and limitations in the research design. I was intentional about capturing the
experiences specific to my participants and for this reason, I do not view having a small sample
size as a limitation. Despite this study having a small number of participants, the purpose was to
collect extensive detail about each individual studied (Creswell, 2014, p. 157), not to generalize
the results. The research sample size was limited to five teenage girls’ school experiences to keep
the amount of data to be explored and analyzed at a manageable level. The findings from this
qualitative study are not generalizable to the larger population of all African American Teenage
Girls in the United States. Due to its small scale, this study could be used as a guide for further
research.
It is critical for young African American women to have a space in and outside of school
where they can discuss ways to navigate oppressive social discourses (Wissman, 2007). It is
imperative to create educational arenas that are responsive to the needs and desires of African
American Teenage Girls which provide “critical and supportive communities that will nurture
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their sense of belonging” (Wissman, 2007, p. 347). Brown (2013) believed to achieve Black
girlhood, African American Teenage Girls must develop relationships with African American
Women to better aid in the transformational healing process. My thoughts align with Brown
(2013); building relationships with African American Women is vital to the healing process.
Support systems aid in having an oppositional gaze (hooks, 2015).
The inner struggles of oppression can permeate the soul and leave lifelong trauma for
those who experience it. That is why it is significant to research the impact stress has on physical
and social emotional wellbeing. The findings of this analysis can be used to further the larger
conversation within the world of education and academic research, specifically around African
American Teenage Girls’ school experiences and stress.
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Chapter 4. Stress
One doesn’t have to operate with great malice to do great harm. The absence of empathy
and understanding are sufficient.
—Charles M. Blow
Today, we still grapple with the very present plague in America of racial discrimination
and White supremacy that has inflicted harm on African American people for hundreds of years
(Jones et al., 2020). The fallout of this centuries-old racial divide causes stress in African
American Teenage Girls in school today. In the forthcoming sections, I will unpack and explore
the definitions and interpretations of stress provided by Pink, Sky, Sunshine, Blue, and Royalty,
and highlight the connections with race and racism. I also delve into the detrimental ways stress
imposes trauma on my participants as African American Teenage Girls.
To focus on the role stress plays in my participants’ lives, in this chapter, I lay out their
experiences: (a) the pressures they put on themselves to excel, (b) the ways unsupportive
environments contribute to stress, (c) how they suffer in silence, and (d), the ways they are
treated differently from their White classmates. The ideas explored in the subsequent sections
are not mutually exclusive, however, they are separated to provide some distinction to stress and
its relationship to the different perspectives. Before exploring the specifics of the
aforementioned themes, it is important to have a general sense of how they define stress.
According to Pink, “stress (in school) is a feeling of being overwhelmed due to an
overload of work and lack of consideration the teachers have for what may be going on in our
personal lives, sports, [and] extracurricular activities.” Pink’s definition of stress relayed her
frustration with the amount of schoolwork she must complete with deadlines, feeling like there
is no support and the lack of consideration by her teachers of the time it takes to complete a
task. This combination of stressors creates anxiety for Pink. In her definition she clearly
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emphasized school as the place that her stressors are stemming from. Pink is an active member
of the track team and attended track practice and meets regularly. It is interesting to note that
Pink has chosen to add this additional layer of stress to her daily routine, possibly as a release to
her academic stress or as another way to find her group to feel a sense of belonging.
Sky’s definition of stress was similar to Pink’s. She defined stress as “being very
overwhelmed or overworking yourself to do something you think you can’t do but you want to
prove yourself and everyone else wrong.” During her interview, Sky discussed the challenges
she has with her schoolwork and how she felt like she must show her peers and school personnel
she can succeed. Despite the definition being similar to Pink’s, Sky’s definition of stress diverges
somewhat to reflect her desire to prove herself, and had less of a focus on the amount of
schoolwork. Sky’s stressors stemmed from her need to prove to her peers that she is smart and
on the same educational level as her classmates. As described by Pink and Sky’s definitions,
stress can be multidirectional. Pink’s stress is external, and Sky’s stress is internal. Sky’s struggle
will be explained in more detail in the upcoming section.
Similarly to Pink and Sky, Sunshine viewed stress as something “that overwhelms
somebody or something that makes things more difficult.” Sunshine viewed stress as
challenging and saw it as a complication that added more layers to an already burdensome task.
Despite her definition being short, it is poignant and concise. It left one to question, who or what
makes things more difficult for her. As this was discussed during my focus group, I detailed in
my field notes that someone or something specific may have contributed to Sunshine’s stress. As
we continued our sessions, it became clear of the challenges Sunshine faced.
Like the other participants, Blue described stress as “all the things that make her feel
overwhelmed.” Blue provided examples of some stressors in her life, such as “schoolwork,
dancing, my asthma, my family members”. Blue’s definition is an indicator of the ways stress
impacts her externally and internally. Blue’s description identifies people, activities and internal
afflictions that create stress for her.
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Admittedly, my participants’ descriptions are similar to one another and lay out the
framework for how they view stress and the ways in which stress hinders them both in the
school setting and in their personal lives. Their descriptions reflected their struggles with being
overwhelmed and the ways they are challenged (e.g., feeling overworked, proving themselves,
family) which all create angst. Royalty was not available during the second focus group which is
why her definition is missing from the descriptions.
The Pressure to Excel
Building on the definitions of stress, 4 out of 4 participants responded that they feel
stressed every day. This conversation began during the second focus group where one of my
participants could not attend, hence the reason for 4 responses. The pressures the participants
described detail the challenges they face internally and externally to excel in school. My
participants were very aware of the pressures they feel to excel in school and provide clarity on
the stressful encounters they face.
Pink’s example of stress as detailed in the introduction to this chapter revealed that she
felt overwhelmed with schoolwork. This feeling overwhelmed was magnified by her looming
pressures to excel. Pink stated:
I just feel like I put a lot of pressure on myself to do well in school, it's just an
overwhelming amount of work that I feel has to get done within the due dates. And it can
be like, in a short span of time. So, it's just a lot. It's for A plus classes with multiple
parts.
Pink’s comments illustrated the pressure she is under to prove herself and her worth. Pink
explicitly stated the tension she feels to prove herself as worthy creates turmoil for her. Her
comment regarding advanced placement classes was demonstrative of her need to prove herself
as smart enough. Pink explained why she puts this pressure on herself:
There's just been so many times where I'm up, like working late at night just to finish
homework. Like, I feel like they have this idea, especially at my school that we're
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underachieving. Like all, like, just Black people in general are underachieving. And so I
try to definitely work 10 times harder, so I cannot conform to that stereotype.
Carter Andrews, Brown, Castro, and Id-Deen (2019) noted that African American Girls believe
that in classes where most students are White, “there is an unspoken competition among
students to be seen and heard by their peers and teachers” (p. 19). Similar to participants in
Carter Andrews et al.’s (2019), study, Pink felt like she must prove that she is worthy of being
seen and heard to compete with her White peers as an African American Teenage Girl.
This desire to push herself so she can belong or fit in causes Pink unnecessary harm.
Pink’s desire to excel aligned with research from Carter Andrews et al. (2019), regarding the
need for achievement; this can translate to the pressure African American Girls in advanced
placement courses contend with by “work[ing] ten times harder”. Pink has potentially added
more pressure on herself to excel by taking advanced placement classes. She did not want to be
labeled as underachieving, which could be a driving factor for her taking these classes. Pink does
not want to perpetuate a negative stereotype. To avoid these negative stereotypes, Pink has
placed an immeasurable amount of pressure on herself to show that she is smart and capable,
which can result in stress and anxiety. Pink expressed her fear of being viewed as a “slacker,”
which is an image she fights against often as an African American student.
This idea that Pink explains of trying not to live up to a certain stereotype or work ten
times harder is a phenomenon called John Henryism. This notion of proving oneself by working
ten times harder and self-reliance (Jones et al., 2020), was a way to validate and form an
identity that was not negative and approved of by White America during the postbellum era.
John Henryism was a myth about an African American man outperforming a mechanical drill
with his hammer. While John Henry outperformed the machine to win, he lost his life in the
end. During the postbellum era, African Americans believed if they worked harder, they could
create an identity that would validate their belonging (Jones et al., 2020) in a White dominated
society. The story of John Henry became somewhat of a legend that has lasted throughout the
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postbellum era, creating impossible ideologies for newly freed African Americans to aspire to
these stringent values to fit in. Based on Pink’s account of the pressure she puts on herself, the
legend of John Henry is still ubiquitous today.
Like Pink, Sky offers a similar rationale for her stress. Sky defined stress as having to
“prove herself and everyone else wrong about what she can’t do” (Audio Clip 1).
Audio Clip 1
Sky’s Pressure to Excel

Transcription: School is like a big struggle for me. Especially to be focused. And like with
a lot of kids going around, I could--I just can't ever be focused. And it takes me a while to
like learn things, so I'm a slow learner. And like a lot of people, even the teachers, will get
frustrated with teaching me, because I'm more like a virtual and like uh you gotta like,
teach me step by step. So, like, everyone will be frustrated, so it will make school
frustrating for me. And I will always have to try extra harder than everybody else.
Sky’s definition clearly detailed her struggles to learn. She felt anxious because of the amount of
effort she needs to understand her schoolwork. Some researchers determined that slow learners
have the same potential as other students; however, these students may differ in their
motivations, their persistence in the face of academic setbacks, and self-image as students
(Willingham, 2009, p. 182). Sky’s battle puts stress on her to prove to her teachers and peers she
is able to excel which may have everything to do with her self-image and her academic setbacks.
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Because school is built for standardized achievement, such as memorization and
standardization, students like Sky will struggle with school (Bambrick-Santoyo & Chiger, 2021).
Sky’s description of her struggles in school mirror what others state as a concern for teaching all
students (Bambrick-Santoyo & Chiger, 2021). The conversation around whether standardized
achievement is the best measure of academic success is not new; educators and stakeholders
have both argued for years that there needs to be an approach that reaches all students
(Bambrick-Santoyo & Chiger, 2021). Additionally, Sky’s battle was not just to prove herself, but
to keep up with her fellow students. At one point in the interview, I asked Sky to explain what
she meant by struggling. Sky paused and stated the following (Audio Clip 2):
Audio Clip 2
Sky Explains How She is Made to Feel

Transcription: Obviously it’s not hard for you, but it is for some people. And they (her
peers and her teachers) make me feel stupid. I know, I’m not stupid. I just need a little
more time to understand stuff (classwork).
Sky admittedly is made to feel stupid. While she does not believe she is stupid, this seems to be a
deflection to protect herself from feeling less than her classmates. Sky’s statement of feeling
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stupid suggest her vulnerability and her wanting support. Sky expressing her feelings was
beneficial to her overall wellbeing. By discussing her feelings instead of internalizing them, Sky
showed willingness to face these negative thoughts and not attempt to shield her true feelings
(Gibson, 2016). It was important to Sky to prove she was not dumb. By sharing her feelings, she
could be relieving tension that she otherwise would internalize.
Sky also argued she “just needs more time to understand stuff.” This seemed to speak to
her need for support. Unfortunately, Sky does not feel supported, which adds to her negative
thoughts about herself. Sky’s feelings seem to go unrecognized. In this situation, Sky felt
pressure to excel based on her desire to prove people wrong. Sky’s description of how she was
made to feel is similar to Palmer’s description of how Black people were “erased, invisible, and
unrecognized” (Palmer, 2017, p. 42) when their true issues are not taken into consideration.
Sky’s feelings are relegated to feeling like her efforts don’t matter.
For the most part, Pink and Sky’s accounts of intrinsic pressures to excel in school seem
to add unidentified, unchecked, and undetected stress. They both bear the burden of wanting to
supersede society’s perception of them to be successful (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein,
2012). I also argue that the historical effects of John Henryism are evident in the push these
girls have to prove themselves worthy.
Support! Support! Support! Why Can’t I Get Any?
Some studies claimed unsupportive school environments impede African American
Teenage Girls’ aptitudes to excel educationally (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012) and
emotionally. Pink’s and Sky’s descriptions of their pressures to excel are often overlooked by
teachers and school staff as explained in the aforementioned section. In this section, my
participants describe the crucial role school personnel and the school environment play in
supporting their social, emotional, and academic needs and keeping them engaged in school. My
participants describe the numerous ways they feel their teachers and school staff have been
unsupportive of their needs, adding to their stressors. In the scenarios provided, I investigate
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the way their need of support goes undetected by some adults. The participants detail their
stories of unsupportive encounters by teachers not affirming them as students, and staff
showing no care for their situation.
Sky acknowledged her educational struggles. During her one-on-one interview, Sky
stated, “I'm a slow learner. And like, a lot of people, even teachers will get frustrated with
teaching me because I'm more like a visual learner and like you gotta like, teach me step by
step.” It became evident that Sky struggles with her academics and was looking for someone to
support her. If Sky were in an educational system that did not prioritize standardization, her
need for more time may not be as impactful to her learning; however, in her current school,
needing more time than other people has added another layer of stress. In their research, Carter
Andrews et al. (2019), stated the behaviors of unsupportive teachers contribute to African
American Girls feeling underappreciated and rejected. Willingham (2009) asserted students
should first believe they can complete a task and the teacher is an integral part in building up
students’ self-esteem. In addition, praising students for their efforts is a better way to support
them versus their ability to do a task (Willingham, 2009). If Sky’s teachers took notice of her
challenges, and understood the emotional toll learning has on her, it could make Sky feel more
supported, instead of just feeling “stupid.” Sky’s feelings of inferiority may in large part be due
to her lack of encouragement and academic support by her teachers. Since feelings are
subjective, Sky may view this lack of support as a confirmation of not being smart enough or
worthy of attention (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). Sky ‘s apprehensive to ask for assistance may
be due to her being viewed as stupid. Students like Sky are easily overlooked by teachers when
they do not feel comfortable asking for the support they need (Rivera-McCutchen, 2020).
Rivera-McCutchen (2020) asserted the value of teacher support was needed to attain students’
academic success, which is demonstrated by Sky’s account.
Comparatively, Pink felt there was a “lack of consideration by teachers” for her emotional
and academic well-being. Pink started to explain, “I feel like my teachers--”. She then ended
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that statement and continued with “it's just an overwhelming amount of work that I feel has to
get done within the due dates.” Pink’s mid-statement redirection was seemingly due to her being
overcome with exhaustion from her battles with school and the duress she is under to excel.
Pink has to balance a workload of assignments from every class. This struggle to finish her very
full course load with no support from her teachers, leaves her exasperated. Archer-Banks and
Behar-Horenstein (2012) argued that some “teachers don’t care whether African American Girls
pass or fail” (p. 210). It is the lack of genuine care in academic spaces for African American
Girls’ social well-being that prove detrimental to their success and are lethal to their progress.
Pink’s teachers are either unaware that they are adding stress or do not care to understand the
stressors of an African American Teenage Girl. In some cases, teachers have stereotypical beliefs
that contrast with the needs and experiences of African American Teenage Girls (Archer-Banks
& Behar-Horenstein, 2012) which sets them up for failure.
Pink recalled another situation regarding lack of support at her school. During this
incident, a student wore a racist hat to school. She reported to school administration, but stated
her school took no action. In her account below, Pink detailed the process she went through to
elicit assistance from school personnel and its disappointing result:
First, I went to one of my teachers and told him what happened. And he was like, Oh,
that's horrible. Like, no real reaction to it. And I was clearly angry, and I knew a whole
like bunch of other girls and guys were angry about this same situation. So, I said, well,
we need to go tell someone. And when we did tell our class principal, the principal, the
superintendent like everyone, nothing happened.
Feeling helpless, defeated, and rejected, Pink knew this was offensive to her and her other
classmates. Unlike Sky, the rejection by school officials left Pink numb to her feelings. As a
result of having to push feelings or emotions to the side, Pink went through the motions of being
angry, then putting on an act of being indifferent because nothing happened to the student. Pink
did not view the staff as a safe or stable source of support and with no recourse to the actions to
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her complaint may have a deleterious effect on her social emotional wellbeing (Gibson, 2006,
MacDonald & Leary, 2005). This aligns with research by MacDonald and Leary (2005), who
stated exclusions create painful experiences for African American Teenage Girls like Pink. The
lack of support by teachers and school staff for this racist situation could be indicative of the
disregard some people have for African American Girls. When school staff are unsupportive by
not taking their concerns seriously or refusing to acknowledge the lived experiences of Pink, it
sent a message to her that she is not important (Menakem, 2017). This blatant disregard for
many African American students prohibits them from building a rapport with teachers, which
results in students such as Pink feeling as if she is not important or worthy of support (EvansWinters, 2014; Leathe, Matthews, Harrison & Chavous, 2019; M. W. Morris, 2016).
Instances of rejection and exclusion not only happen with teachers and peers, but also
with support staff in the school. Blue, the youngest of the group, recalled a situation with the
school nurse in middle school when she was injured in gym class (Audio Clip 3).
Audio Clip 3
Blue Explains Feeling Unsupported

Transcription: In seventh grade, I got a really, really bad concussion. Because I
got hit in the head with the basketball during gym class. So, um, when I went to
the nurse, she didn't do anything. Like, she didn't call my mom, or do a
concussion test or anything like that.
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The lack of support Blue was exposed to could be seen as an act of mental and physical harm.
Coupled with the physical harm she endured by the ball hitting her in the head, Blue was
harmed a second time emotionally when she did not get the support she needed. How does a
seventh grader make sense of this treatment by the school nurse whose job is to make her
better? As Blue shared her narrative, she was visibly upset. Blue vividly remembered the events
that took place two years ago and the interaction with the nurse still evoked strong feelings. The
way the nurse diminished Blue’s pain can be likened to the idea of black opacity. Black opacity is
the idea that Black people are devoid of feelings and can endure any form of hurt and pain
(Palmer, 2017). Ultimately, this concept is a precursor for violence and perpetuates the claims
of African American Women and Girls having superhuman qualities which is a central trope of
anti-Blackness (hooks, 2015; M. W. Morris, 2016, Palmer, 2017).
While these encounters are germane to my participants, it may affect other African
American Teenage Girls who also carry the burden of being emotionally, physically, and
academically unsupported in school. In the scenarios provided by my participants, there was a
clear lack of support from their peers and school personnel. Contrary to some research, negative
stereotypes in some ways fuel my participants need to excel, however the lack of support impede
their success at times whether it stemmed from social, personal, or academic support. (EvansWinters, 2014; Ogbu, 2004; Steele, 1997).
Why Am I Treated Differently?
Researchers claimed African American Teenage Girls become keenly aware of being
treated differently in high school (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). African American
students’ beliefs about self and race are closely related to “their educational and social
development, and to their perceptions regarding the value of education and its relationship to
their current realities” (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012, p. 203). Some teachers show
“prejudicial preferences by interacting more positively with non-African American Girls”
(Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012, p. 210).
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Pink detailed how being singled out by a teacher made her feel:
It made me feel like I was different, and that they viewed me as someone different or as a
possible not, I don't want to say a threat, but someone who isn't as trustworthy or just as
a model student or something.
In this account by Pink, she explained that she is treated differently, and she noticed the
difference in treatment. In addition to her being mistreated, Pink alluded to feeling like the
teachers distrust her. The feeling of distrust made her vulnerable to preconceived notions by her
teachers and peers of being “one of those Black students” that are not doing their work. She
further described how she identifies the differential treatment in her recollection: “multiple
times in school I have felt that the teachers give White students more opportunity to share their
answers, call on them, give second chances, extra nice…” Several times Pink suggested she feels
mistreated through the various interactions with her teachers. Given the pressure Pink
described to get her assignments in on time, to then see her White classmates given a pass, or
getting guidance from the teacher, makes Pink feel she is not equal to her classmates. In the
next account Pink detailed another way she notices the difference in treatment:
The next day, all these like White kids don't do their homework, and we're sitting in
class, my homework done, but just because they didn't do it, it's extended a few more
days of assignment, they push back due dates... And I'm like, well, I've seen it happen to
plenty of my fellow Black students, where they haven't done their homework, but just so
happens that everyone has and then they get like an automatic zero, no hesitation, no
second chances. And that just really makes me like upset.
Pink shared her outrage at the disproportionate level of care and consideration given to her
White classmates. Witnessing her teachers support her White peers more than her Black peers,
adds to her level of stress. Pink struggled to understand why her White peers receive preferential
treatment, when she would get a zero if her homework was turned in late. The White classmates
get second chances to make corrections to homework, hand in work late, and are supported in
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the process. These experiences leave Pink confused, upset and defeated; she felt like there was a
total disregard for the time she took to complete assignments. Because of these experiences,
Pink felt socially and physically ignored and devalued when compared to her White classmates.
Although mistreatment is not uncommon in the lives of marginalized or oppressed
people it impacts everyone differently. Sunshine describes her account as the only African
American Girl in her class (Audio Clip 4).
Audio Clip 4
Sunshine Details Being Looked at Differently in Class

Transcription: I was the only Black Girl in that class, Black person in the class, and so I
don't know it kind of made me feel like I was being looked at different because like,
obviously, I was different from everybody else. But it was like that in that [Geometry]
class and in my Engineering class, too. But I definitely feel like I was looked at different
than everybody else in the class.
Sunshine was aware of her differences as the only African American Girl which makes her
uncomfortable in her geometry and engineering classes. As a result of feeling this discomfort,
Sunshine stated she tries to go unrecognized, be subdued, and fade into the background, to
avoid fulfilling a negative stereotype. Rather than being oppositional and disapproving of her
White classmates (Ogbu, 2004), she made a conscious decision to not engage in class.
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Additionally, Sunshine shared that one of her teachers made her and other classmates
feel inferior. Sunshine said: “the teacher would talk to the White students normal, but to me and
the other Black students she would break it down or like dumb it down for us.” I asked Sunshine
to elaborate, and Sunshine explained, “I could tell that she was dumbing it down because her
voice always changed when she would talk to the Black students, and it was obvious that she was
explaining it slower.” A large part of Sunshine’s subdued behavior is influenced by her
encounters with teachers, as well as her awareness of the preconceived expectations teachers
have of her before entering the classroom. Sunshine noted the difference in the way her teacher
spoke to her, the deliberate change in the teacher’s tone, and the speed in which she spoke. It
was as if Sunshine’s teacher believed she had trouble comprehending or hearing. As a result,
Sunshine’s behavior may seem peculiar to her peers and teachers. Her perception of how she is
viewed by her teachers may discourage her engagement and lessen her motivation and
performance in class (see for example Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). As a result of
Sunshine recognizing the differential treatment, her forced self-imposed action demonstrated
her self-awareness of how her behavior is perceived; her silence is her refuge to mitigate
narratives of her as the only Black Girl in the class. Subsequently, African American Teenage
Girls like Sunshine can often feel excluded and different (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein,
2012). The behaviors Sunshine described by her teachers and classmates are assaults on her
identity and intelligence, render her vulnerable, and create stress.
This type of racial bias happens outside the classroom as well. Sky tells herstory of how
she was marginalized by her cheerleading coach. Sky is part of the cheerleading team at her
school. She detailed an encounter that her and other African American Girls on her team
observed with their cheerleading coach:
She would always treat like the White cheerleaders different. She would be like a mother
figure to the White cheerleaders and not to Black ones. And she always treats the White
girls nicer. “I should probably, um, comfort them.” And then she wouldn't comfort us
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Black Girls. And sometimes she would even put like the White girls in front and have us
to the back.
Sky and the other African American cheerleaders desire that level of nurturing. They want to be
nurtured just like their White counterparts. Other researchers have also identified this desire in
their participants; girls are socialized to value relationships, discriminatory experiences that
threaten these valued relationships may be particularly detrimental to their academic
engagement (Leathe et al., 2019). During her interview, Sky admitted her struggles with the
schoolwork and having to prove herself and the one extracurricular activity she is on is also
discriminating her. It was difficult for Sky to repeatedly be shunned and notice the outwardly
dismissive behavior of school staff, leaving her and her friends defenseless.
Blue also recognizes the difference in care and the level of support that her White
counterparts receive when they are seen by the school nurse. Below Blue details how she felt
unsupported:
For all the White kids, she would like go above and beyond she was like, if they were like
faking, she would call their parents or like, say, oh, here come lay down for the rest of the
day or something like that. But when I got a really, really bad concussion, she just gave
me ice and told me to go back to class.
While Blue hurt physically, she was also subject to the emotional pain of being treated unfairly.
Some studies show that African American Girls’ bodies make them a target for racist attacks on
their intellectual, emotional, and physical wellbeing (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). In Blue’s case
her pain was devalued, which gives her the false idea that she is not worthy of being treated with
care. The level of attention my participants received, compared to the White students, speaks to
the differences in the support they receive. Through their stories of seclusion and exclusion, my
participants explicitly and implicitly expressed the differential treatment they received in
schools.
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According to the narratives of my participants, White students are affirmed and
encouraged by their teachers. My participants’ narratives depict feelings of inferiority,
invisibility, unfair treatment, and their desire not to be critiqued, mistreated, marginalized, or
stereotyped. Pink and Sunshine highlight these tropes of pain and vulnerability by their in-class
encounters where they were either not called on or faded into the background. It was also
expressed by Sky and Blue in their account of mistreatment by other school personnel. From the
classroom to extracurricular activities to the lunchroom, my participants shared stories of being
slighted or mistreated by school staff, either overtly or subtly due to their race. The
mistreatment by school officials forces African American Teenage Girls to figure out ways to deal
with stress on their own, leaving them feeling isolated and withdrawn.
Suffering in Silence
Suffering in silence with stress is daunting and traumatic for my participants. The lack
of support forces my participants to suffer with their challenges. Unfortunately, this can appear
as if students are withdrawing from their work. In times of stress, people try to cope with the
stressful situation of helplessness the best way they can (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2003). These
situations may cause my participants to give up or cry. Having to combat questions of their
intelligence and academic ability affected my participants both mentally and emotionally. When
surveyed, 3 of the 4 participants in the second focus group said they would cry or stay quiet to
relieve stress. Crying is the reaction to the perception that one is being excluded from desired
relationships or being devalued by desired school relationships (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2003).
My participants shared how rejection by their peers and teachers due to their race caused them
to feel isolated and withdrawn.
Sky summarized how she dealt with stressful encounters (Audio Clip 5).
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Audio Clip 5
How Sky Handles Stressful Encounters

Transcription: I just feel like some people wouldn't understand what I'm trying to say.
Cuz usually when I'm like, stressed or really upset, it's hard for me to explain myself. So I
like to stay quiet. And I like figure myself out. And I just like don't bother anybody. And
sometimes if I'm really, really stressed, I would cry not just because I'm sad, but cuz I’m
stress, so I just end up crying.
Some researchers claimed crying is a protest left to the helpless (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2003).
By crying, Sky can not only convey harm, but can also convey a protest for being unfairly
treated, much like the participants in Miceli and Castelfranchi’s (2003) study. Sky protested the
lack of support she received with understanding her work, the differential treatment given to the
White cheerleaders, and the pressure to excel. She felt frustrated and helpless with not
understanding the work and being mocked by classmates and teachers for not grasping it. Sky
and some of the other participants deal with their stress in isolation. Where does Sky go when
she feels defeated and hopeless? She looks inward and tries to manage her suffering in silence.
Sunshine expressed similar actions as Sky when stressed. Sunshine stated “sometimes I
stay quiet because most of the time my stress can be solved on my own (or at least, I try to) but
when I stay quiet, I'm holding too much emotion. So it turns into crying”. Sunshine believes
crying is more mental; she does not think crying has a physical impact on her. This is important
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to note, since the behaviors described may not cause physical pain12 scholars acknowledged that
crying is connected to the pain of being socially excluded from a desired group. In their research
Macdonald and Leary (2005) claimed there are “specific emotional reactions of being excluded
from a desired group or being devalued by classmates” (MacDonald & Leary 2005, p. 202).
Sunshine’s experiences are similar to those from the participants in Macdonald and Leary’s
(2005) study. In essence, Sunshine’s pain was a source of a physical rejection that created an
emotion. While there may not be physical harm to the body (MacDonald & Leary, 2005), there is
a social pain of rejection that caused the physical reaction of crying. Pink explained that this
happened unintentionally, stating,
I don't mean to cry. It's just, it's just an emotion that happens. I just feel overwhelmed.
And I feel like that's the best way. Not the best way to get my point across, but the only
way at the time. I can, like, express my emotion.
Pink felt like no help or support is coming and that she must cope with this pain on her own.
Miceli and Castelfranchi (2003) described crying as perceived helplessness. Pink stated that
crying does not necessarily release the stress:
Sometimes it makes things worse, depending on like what I have to do if I have an
assignment after that. But if I cry after the assignment, or if I do, like bad on an
assignment, it doesn't really go away, I guess the stress of it.
Pink exhibited the shame of hurt feelings and pain of rejection. For my participants, crying can
be used to release stress, but it can also be a form of shame. My participants carry the shame of
fulfilling a negative stereotype or showing signs that they are living up to the standards valued
by others about them (MacDonald & Leary, 2003) and not worthy of fair treatment creates a

12

Physical pain may not always be an indicator of suffering. It is more accurate to suggest that social pain may be one
form of emotional pain. In fact, in our analysis, it is most accurate to say that the affective responses to physical
trauma usually described as physical pain are themselves a subcategory of emotional pain, albeit a fundamental one
(MacDonald & Leary, 2005, p. 203).
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combustion of confusion which leads to crying. Pink’s description was a combustion of stress on
her that implodes.
Sunshine offers another perspective on how she suffers in silence: her lack of
participation, since she was the only Black Girl in her class. Sunshine stated, “I felt like it was
drawing attention to myself.” She was also worried about how she would be perceived by her
classmates if she “got something wrong.” Sunshine’s classroom experience speaks to the fear
and shame she internalized if she gets something wrong as an African American Girl. According
to Carter Andrews et al. (2019), African American Girls “are silenced when ideas about who they
are or should be are projected onto them without their consent” (p. 6). Sunshine exhibited signs
of being silenced based on the projections of others. Carter Andrews et al. (2019), asserted that
the “silencing of Black girls in school spaces makes their experiences appear isolated from White
supremacist narratives that position their knowledge and ways of being as antithetical to
appropriate behavior” (Carter Andrews et al., 2019, p. 6). This concept is reflected in Sunshine’s
account of her not wanting to draw attention to herself. Sunshine instead suffers in silence with
feelings of fear, unwillingness to participate and the need to almost be invisible. Sunshine
acknowledged how stressful it was for her in the classroom to participate for fear of giving the
wrong answer or being looked at differently since she was the only African American Girl.
Sunshine was the only participant who did not share her video for the focus group sessions,
which could be a result of her experiences in class. Sunshine’s actions relayed a deeper message
than suffering in silence; the effects of the lack of support, the pressures to excel, and feeling
different that fosters her desire to withdraw from participation.
The pain of rejection causes an “acute emotional distress felt in response to relational
devaluation known as hurt feelings (MacDonald & Leary, 2005, p. 202). It is apparent by my
participants’ responses that they are hurting, and they are left to cope with emotions of anger,
doubt, feelings of inferiority and/or rejection in isolation. The pain Sky and Sunshine describe,
looks like rejection or social isolation (MacDonald & Leary, 2005). Coping with the concept of
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exclusion causes social pain which leads to crying (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2003). Overall, many
of my participants suffered in silence in school.
The accounts shared by Sky, Pink, and Sunshine of suffering in silence led them to feel
misunderstood and to believe no one understands what they go through in school. The deeper
meaning to their narratives is the lack of control over their respective situations. African
American Girls have daily stressors that are extra difficult and happen on an ongoing basis
(Menakem, 2017). Considering the stories of my participants, the lengths they go to compare to
their White classmates gave them a sense of hopelessness and the belief that there is nothing to
be done, or more precisely that they could do to change this cycle of suffering (Miceli &
Castelfranchi, 2003). Sky, Pink, and Sunshine were very candid and open about the actions they
take to deal with stress. Illuminated by their narratives are the roots of racism, led by layers of
discriminatory behaviors that have reprehensible consequences.
The discriminative assaults that are pervasive in school can be subtle or overt. Menakem
(2017) noted some of the more subtle forms of discrimination; for my participants, subtle
discrimination took the shape of preferential treatment in the classroom, unfair practices in the
cafeteria, and hair standards, which will be explored in the sections to follow.
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Chapter 5. Facets of Discrimination
If we accept and acquiesce in the face of discrimination, we accept the responsibility
ourselves. We should, therefore, protest openly everything ... that smacks of
discrimination or slander.
—Mary Bethune McLeod
Through their stories, my participants contextualized the types of discrimination they
faced in the school setting. Carter Andrews et al. (2019), stated that “Black girls face a form of
discrimination that is obscured by the normality of whiteness and magnified by the pervasive
duality of anti-Black misogyny” (p. 9). Anti-Blackness in this context is the way Whiteness serves
as a cloak that shields White students from the scrutiny and surveillance that Black Girls face”
(Carter Andrews et al., 2019, p. 9). As a result, research asserted African American Girls are
held to an unrealistic and impossible standard centered on notions of whiteness and perfection;
since they exist in an African American body, they are unable to manifest these notions, which
creates stress and anxiety (Carter Andrews et al., 2019). In this section, I share (a) my
participants’ definitions of discrimination, (b) how they make meaning of discriminatory
assaults on them, and lastly (c) the ways they manage these issues that could result in stress.
Making Meaning of Discrimination
Hope, Skoog, and Jagers (2015) acknowledged the academic and social emotional toll
school-based discrimination has on African American Girls like my participants. In addition, my
participants are required to adjust to discrimination in real time as detailed in their stories.
While discussing these scenarios, the participants defined discrimination and shared
discriminatory encounters, yet think they were never discriminated against. This was very
interesting to hear. It also signified how they were not aware of the ways stress affects them.
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Sky defined discrimination as:
Treating someone with little or no respect because they are different then you, or they
don’t have the same beliefs as you. Also refusing to work with someone because they
don’t meet the requirements of someone you would want to actually work with.
In Sky’s definition, she mentioned being different, not having the same belief system, and when
someone knowingly refuses to work with a particular person. Her meaning of discrimination
points to ways in which people are oppressed. I prodded further to understand what these
requirements were for discrimination. Sky explained what she meant by requirements:
Like a White person wouldn't want to work with a Black person because they're not
White. Or working with, like, someone that doesn't like, do the same things as you or
doesn't like, agree with the same things that you agree with.
Sky’s more detailed response described exclusivity of a group. In her example, she chose Black
people being excluded, signaling how they are discriminated against. Her example was how
Black students were excluded from being nurtured and from classroom activities as stated in the
previous chapter on sources of stress.
Although Sunshine’s definition is similar to Sky’s, she explicitly stated discrimination as
an issue of skin color and how the person is perceived as less than because of it. Sunshine
defined discrimination as “somebody that is downgraded or looked at different based on their
skin color.” Sunshine’s definition speaks to the centuries old three-fifths (U. S. Const. art. I, § 2)
clause which argued that slaves, by law, are considered three-fifths human. This clause was
originally established to determine seats in the house of representatives based on population of
states. However, this presumably also impacted people’s perceptions of African American people
during the antebellum period. The Three-fifths clause is known for its racial ties to slave culture
in the United States and can be considered the root source for understanding how African
Americans are discriminated against. Based on Sunshine’s description, the concept of this law
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continues to create a sense of vulnerability in some African Americans who feel they are still
viewed as three-fifths human of a person through the lens of the oppressor by their actions.
Unlike the others, Pink shared that she was discriminated against daily. When asked,
Pink explicated in a defeated tone “many times, many times.” She then smiled and chuckled
nervously, stating, “this is my daily”. Pink defined discrimination (Audio Clip 6).
Audio Clip 6
Pink’s Definition of Discrimination

Transcription: When someone's purposefully, degrading your race, and just making it 10
times harder for a specific group or race or religion, being unfair and unjust.
In this audio clip, Pink appeared frustrated and hesitated before responding. Noticing the
hesitation, I suggested she take a moment to think about her definition. Throughout Pink’s
interview, she was adamant about her experiences with discrimination and believed her
experiences have everything to do with her race. Undoubtedly, Pink has been exposed to
discrimination by the way she responds to questions. In her definition she uses the word
purposefully, which means she believes any assault on her race is not a mistake.
Overall, the definitions of discrimination by my participants suggest they (a) are being
treated differently due to their race, (b) have requirements to fit in, and (c) have to work hard to
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succeed because they are different. While Sky and Sunshine believed they were treated
differently, they did not necessarily view the actions of others as discriminatory. On the other
hand, Pink emphasized that discrimination is targeted and specifically performed to harm
someone.
Managing Discrimination
My participants shed light on how they interpreted and managed discrimination in
educational environments. My participants provided a deeper understanding to the ways
racialized trauma creates stress for them. Their narratives detailed how they are unprotected in
school.
In Sky’s account, she summarized her experience with discrimination. Sky stated
“obviously I have been through like situations where people like treat me different because, I'm
Black or light skin. But like, I haven't had like anyone try to, not work with me because I'm
Black.” This was a curious response, as Sky described the differential treatment with her
cheerleading coach and wanting to be treated the same as the White girls on the squad, as well
as her struggles with learning, as discussed in the previous chapter. While it seemed clear she
was describing an experience of being marginalized, she either misconstrued the actions or did
not want to believe she was excluded from being in a group due to the color of her skin. This
notion of not feeling discriminated against for Sky illuminated her desire to fit in or to not be
seen as different. This could be a coping strategy to protect her mental well-being. As a result,
Sky appeared to ignore the negative stereotypes in order to shield herself from the feeling of
being considered different, as she explained in her definition of discrimination. Sky’s inclination
to ignore these actions is in line with the research that has shown avoidance as a coping or
protective factor (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Carter Andrews et al., 2019). If Sky
acknowledged the oppressive behaviors against her, she would have to accept she is different,
which could take an emotional toll that she may not be ready to accept nor know how to
manage.
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Conversely, Pink acknowledged the discriminatory acts in school and how they
traumatized her in this account:
So, it just made me feel lesser than or just like they didn't trust me or possibly my entire,
like race. And they're notorious for like, giving Black kids a hard time. It wasn't shocking,
sad, like, unfortunately, like, that's just the world we live in. But it made me feel bad, and
just annoyed.
Pink, more than the others, was hyperaware of the impact discrimination and microaggressions
have on her. Pink’s experiences of systemic oppression left her powerless and defeated. In her
statement, Pink grappled with a range of emotions: figuring out who can support her,
determining who can she go to for guidance, and desiring to be treated fairly while accepting the
fact that there is nothing that can be done.
Discrimination shows up in a multitude of ways. For example, Sunshine shared an
incident in the classroom:
I was in a class where the teacher wanted to play music. And in my class, I was the only
Black person so when the class, including the teacher chose country music, I was seen as
a stereotype for wanting to hear rap, or hip-hop music and by the clothes that I wear.
Sunshine’s encounter related to her definition of discrimination, which she believes means being
downgraded due to her skin color. Given her scenario, it is clear she felt excluded for liking one
genre of music over another and for her clothing choice. Sunshine is quietly dealing with the
idea of the Black heart (Menakem, 2017). Black heart is an assault on her social emotional state
(Menakem, 2017). Because Sunshine was unable to share her interests in the classroom, she felt
uncomfortable and excluded just for wanting to hear hip hop music. Sunshine believed that her
classmates perceived she only enjoyed rap music because she was Black, instead of viewing it as
her music of choice. This encounter rendered her silent, as she felt her classmates may
prejudged or ostracized her. While Sunshine did not state that the students or teacher
commented on her music choice or her clothes, she still felt like she was “seen as a stereotype”
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due to her choices. Her comment reflects how stereotypes can have an adverse effect on how one
views themself.
In another account of discrimination Sky recalled a situation between her and a teacher
regarding her cell phone:
I got my phone taken away by this one math teacher. Um, I forgot her name. But my
math teacher last year, um, she caught me on my phone in the bathroom.
Below Sky replayed the encounter with her teacher:
I said, “I don’t understand why you took my phone, but you didn’t take Bella’s phone.”
She said, “Well, she’s texting her mom.” I was like, “that doesn’t mean anything. She’s
still on her phone. And you just told her to put it away and didn’t say anything but to me.
You snatched my phone.” Like, that didn’t make any sense.
Sky then detailed the rest of the encounter:
And I got mad, and she started yelling at me and I got mad. I started yelling and when
I’m mad, I start crying. So, I started crying. She just got on my nerves. And then the
principal told her to leave, and I just had to sit in the office.
In Sky’s recount of the story, she illustrated the many sources of stress that stemmed
from this single incident. Sky went through an emotional rollercoaster of feelings. She felt
unsupported by school officials, she noted the differential treatment her White classmate
received, and then she tried and failed to hold in her emotions. Undoubtedly, this incident left
Sky numb and defenseless, but as noted in the previous chapter made her cry because she was
helpless. Sky’s helplessness is a struggle with agency.
As Sky reflected on the exchange between the teacher and her, she stated “I've never even
like experienced racism that much ‘cause I just moved here. And the people are so different
than the community I came from. It was so diverse.” During my interview with Sky, she detailed
how discrimination presented and impacted her, however, she was unsure if her race had
anything to do with it. One possible rationale for Sky’s ambivalence stemmed from her moving
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from the northeast to the southeast and never experiencing overt racism. Throughout my
interview, Sky pondered the possibility of race being a factor only after reflecting on this
incident. At one point she said, “Bella was White and so was the teacher. I never thought about
their race.” Sky recognizing their race after reflecting on this incident speaks to the way she may
have dismissed race as a factor of discrimination.
Like Sky, Pink shared a very similar story regarding an incident in the bathroom and her
cell phone. Pink detailed her account with a school official as she left the lunchroom.
She stopped me and she was like “you need a pass.” I’m like “okay” and she was like “but
you have to give me your phone, so I make sure that I’m getting the pass back.” I was like
“What?” I’m like, “I never had to give my phone in.” They said “No, you have to give me
your phone because I have to ensure that I’ll get my pass back.” I’m like “Listen, I
promise you, I’ll give you my pass back.”
Pink continued to describe the scenario with the teacher:
then this group of White boys just walked on by. They weren't stopped or anything. And
she was just sitting here arguing me down until I gave her my phone. And I was like,
well, I have to go. And lunch is about to be over. So, I just gave her my phone.
The exchange between Pink and the school official speaks to the nuanced treatment of her as an
African American Teenage Girl. Pink is made to feel different by being singled out from her
peers because of her race. This situation rendered Pink helpless and caused her anxiety. With
the treatment Pink has faced in school, it is evident why her definition differs from the other
participants. Based on Pink’s interpretation of discrimination, she would assume she was
profiled as she was leaving the lunchroom and made to feel like a criminal in front of her peers.
After feeling defeated and begrudgingly giving up her phone, Pink finally went to the bathroom.
She reflected on what happened next:
And when I get in there, there’s this White girl in there, and she's on her phone, she has a
pass like I know she had to go through the same people that I did. And I'm like, wow, I
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had to give my phone and all this extra stuff. She gave me a hard time I was sitting at her
station for like five minutes saying, “Why do I have to give you my phone?” Just like
that's my personal stuff. It was just so crazy. And just, to see that girl in there, on her
phone fine, and for those boys to just walk right on by, and her just not see them, of
course. I just felt discriminated against like, I really did.
Imagine the range of emotions Pink was left to manage; she dealt with stress from being
discriminated against, and was treated unfairly. Pink felt she had no outlet to share her
emotions. Due to occurrences like this, Pink was hyperemotional after this ordeal. She had to
conceal her anguish and was left with unchecked stress that she has to figure out. How does
Pink protect her peace after an encounter like this? After this assault on her peace, she had to go
back to class and try to engage with her peers and teachers. According to Palmer (2019),
“imploding anger induced by practices of racialization, create loneliness” (p. 43). I believe that
Pink’s feelings of exclusion and isolation created by discriminatory behavior align with the
arguments from Palmer’s study.
In fact, I wondered if there was a correlation with Pink and Sky’s use of the bathroom
and their cell phone stories. One could presume that there is a relationship with the phone being
an outlet to manage stress, a refuge against discrimination, and a way to deal with the idea of
someone wanting to control them. The phone could also be a way to take their minds off the
oppressive actions they must face and gaining agency over their mental and physical space
During the focus group sessions, Pink recounted an incident that may be the genesis of
her heightened awareness of discrimination. She summarized an occurrence in school and the
impact it still has on her life (Audio Clip 7).

71

Audio Clip 7
Pink’s Experiences of Discrimination in School

Transcription: It was in the first grade. Like, I know, it was a long time ago. And I'm a
Junior. It sticks with me. So I was living in Indiana at the time. And that was like,
basically an all-white school. And it was like, we were learning history… and we were
reading a book about slavery. And they were trying to teach us that lesson. And in the
book, I guess she was trying to show like, the students like the difference between, like,
what a slave may look like and what, um, like a non-slave would look like. And she said—
she had me stand up in front of the whole class. And she said, “this is an example of what
a slave would look like.” And kind of the whole class and then I just sat back down. But I
was so young. I didn't even realize like, how racist that was until, like, years later, down
the line. But I thought about it, because I did feel so out of place when she made me do
that.
Pink’s interpretation of her encounter from the first grade speaks to persistent and consistent
ways discrimination can traumatize African American Girls at a young age. It also shows how
exhausted she is with racist encounters. Pink’s recall of the scenario and stating “it sticks with
me” illustrates the ways in which she may internalize oppressive behaviors that have occurred
since the first grade, seemingly causing racial battle fatigue. Racial battle fatigue is the
“cumulative psychosocial–physiological impact of racial micro and macroaggressions on racially
marginalized targets” (W. A. Smith, Mustaffa, Jones, Curry, & Allen, 2016, p. 4). The consistent
and overt discriminatory practices by White people in power could damage Pink’s selfconfidence. The fact that she remembered this incident years later could be a sign that trauma is
72

deep-rooted and sometimes can take years to recognize. The way Pink described her encounter
echoes the description of W. A. Smith et al. (2016), who asserted that racial battle fatigue is
“toxic and persistent racialized microaggressions” (p. 4). With her ability to recall the incident
several years later, it is evident that deleterious actions can be internalized and left to fester.
In addition, negative responses by teachers can influence and trigger students and
ultimately create stress. Pink’s teacher identified her, the sole African American Girl in the class,
as a symbol of slavery. The moment Pink mentioned her teacher made her stand up, Blue,
laughed uncomfortably and covered her mouth with widened eyes in apparent disbelief. Pink
laughed too and continued to explain when she realized it was discriminatory:
No, I didn't realize until like, it's just something that's always like stuck with me, because
I'm like, wow, like a teacher was that crazy to have me stand up? Like, I realized just how
racist as when I learned that, you know, I am Black. I'm like, and they do certain things
to our race. I learned that was wrong. And so yeah, it was just really bad. And that
teacher—of course, I waited till after we moved to tell my parents, but it was just not
good. And she has had like other like, allegations towards her that she's been racist in the
past.
This apparent racist overture had a lasting effect on the way Pink viewed herself. In the
moment, she did not realize how offensive it was, yet she felt the assault on her. Leathe et al.
(2019), asserted that for African American Girls’ awareness of societal racial stigmas may serve
to promote their school engagement (p. 1345). This experience could be a reason why Pink is
determined to prove she is not an underachiever: so that she will ease additional assaults on her
as an African American. Pink shared that other people in the school knew that this teacher said
racist comments in the past and did nothing to protect her and the other the students, leaving
her to feel defenseless. Ultimately, Pink knew something was wrong, though she could not
pinpoint the transgression at the time, which left her traumatized and stigmatized.

73

Lastly, Blue, the youngest participant of the group, shared her story of racial
discrimination when a family friend picked her up from school:
Someone else was picking me up from school. And she was on my emergency contact.
She was Black too. And the secretary allowed all the White kids to go with no ID or
anything like that. You guys can just go but when I came up, she said like, “oh, you're
gonna need to give me your ID.” And then she told the women picking me up “Well, I'm
gonna need a note from [Blue’s] mom that says that you can take her, okay?” And my
mom had already sent a note via email.
Again, the trauma of being discriminated had lasting results on Blue. Blue’s situation with the
secretary was very vivid in her mind, though it was a long time ago. This incident contributed to
Blue’s understanding of the underpinnings of discrimination and taking notice to how she was
treated differently.
Some African American Teenage Girls are forced to interpret and manage discriminatory
practices which are overt or hidden, as explained by my participants’ narratives. Discrimination
is not just skin-deep; it includes being oppressed due to the physical attributes such as hair
texture and hairstyles.
Hair Discrimination
What happened to her hair?
Little girl with the press and curl
Age eight I got a Jheri curl
Thirteen and I got a relaxer
I was a source of so much laughter
At 15 when it all broke off
18 and I went all natural
I went on and did what I had to do,
—India Arie, 2006
The lyrics by India Arie speak to the cycles of trauma that ensues for my participants and
many African American Girls regarding their hair. McGill Johnson, Godsil, MacFarlane, Tropp,
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and Goff (2017) noted that African American Women’s “hair is deeply politicized” (p. 2). African
American Women and Girls’ hair has served as a symbol of “racial identification, a significant
determinant of beauty, and a powerful visual cue for bias” (McGill Johnson et al., 2017, p. 2) as
detailed by the hairstories of my participants. For the purpose of this study, hairstories are the
ways in which my participants tell their stories of being marginalized or discriminated against
due to their hair styles or textures in school. While racism is generally established by one’s skin
color, which could suggest a person’s heritage, African American Girls are marginalized based
on their hair texture (Anderson, 2020). Exclusionary practices hinder African American Girls
from the “opportunity to learn due to wearing natural hairstyles, which are common in the Black
community; e.g., afros, braids, twists, and locs” (Anderson, 2020, p. 42).
Specifically, studies stated African American Girls encounter two impediments, society’s
natural hair biases, and schools’ adaptation of society’s hair preferences which is to keep their
hair straight and possibly flat causing them to feel oppressed and alienated (Anderson, 2020, p.
44). Hair for African American Girls symbolizes strength, character, agency, authenticity, and
pride (Muhammad & Haddix, 2016; Rooks, 1996), and a means of understanding the
perspectives of Black Women and Girls (Muhammad & Haddix, 2016). The level of social stigma
attached with textured hair is rooted in White women’s devaluation of Black Women’s natural
hair (McGill Johnson et al., 2017). My participants detailed their hairstories in school and how
they managed the overt scrutiny by peers and school officials.
Sunshine recalled her hairstory: “I remember last year in school I wore a twist out and
some White people were asking me ‘how do you get your hair like that’ in a different tone that is
not like a nice tone.” Sunshine stated she knew they were being sarcastic because, “they were
laughing.” The sarcasm Sunshine described is the first-hand perception of hair discrimination
that African American Girls must face with in their classrooms and schools (Anderson, 2020).
Instead of school being a space where Sunshine feels protected, nurtured, and developed, she is
critiqued, ridiculed, and ostracized. (Anderson, 2020). Adding to the tensions already faced with
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being an African American Girl, Sunshine has to figure out how to deal with the pressures of
hair discrimination. While Sunshine embraced her “personal agency to wear her hair in twists”
(Anderson, 2020, p. 44), she was also battling with the inner turmoil of being different.
Pink’s hairstory built on her experiences and awareness of discrimination. In the
following scenario she explains how she is ridiculed:
I was thinking about, like, more the hair thing…. I’ve definitely experienced that the most
like just making me uncomfortable. But, um, I can notice a difference, like, based on
what hairstyle I’m wearing, and how people treat me like, that is a huge thing for me. If
my hair is straightened, I feel like I get the treatment is just like better in a sense. And if
my hair is just like natural, and I have it out, it’s just like, I’m just another like, Black girl.
And that could lead to like many stereotypes. So I don’t know, it’s just a pattern I’ve
recognized through the years.
Pink’s account described the nuanced ways hair discrimination happens. School personnel treat
Pink differently when she wears her hair in a White-presenting style. This statement echoed the
argument made by McGill Johnson et al. (2017), who stated that this conforming to the
“dominant cultural representation… automatically ‘otherizes’ those natural images seen” (p. 1).
However, this changes when Pink wears her natural, textured hair. McGill Johnson et al. (2017)
found that African American Girls and Women who wear their natural hair are seen as “exotic,
counter cultural, or trendy; more often than not, marginalized” (p. 1). Hair discrimination is a
unique phenomenon that may only be felt by the person experiencing it (Anderson, 2020). Pink
implied that she has an internal battle with wearing her natural hair because of the differential
treatment she receives when it conforms to the White standards of being straight in this
account:
I noticed like the teachers like they switch up, they’re kind of just open to me, if that
makes sense. Like, it’s, I feel like it’s easier for them to talk to me. I don’t know why. And
then, of course, just like, basically the White girls just always have something to say like,
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they’ll say, like, Oh, it looks nice. You should do it more often. And just like stuff like
that, implying that, that looks better on me instead of just my natural hair.
This is a dilemma for Pink. Pink oscillates from her natural hair to a more processed or White
presenting hairstyle. When she styles her hair naturally, her peers make negative comments.
Pink does not like to draw attention to herself, so in some cases she opts for the Whitepresenting hair style, giving up her natural hair identity. Pink noted her classmates were more
accepting of her too, which is what she desired. Her crown is her glory; it can also be stressful to
have to hide your true identity behind a hairdo to be included or not socially excluded. Pink is
burdened with hair microaggressions as she states:
Well, I feel like everyone just always has something to say which people do. But it’s just
excessive. Like, if I switch up my hair, my teachers notice. And they have, they feel like
they’re entitled to say something. And I’m like, but these White kids can switch up their
hair. And they have nothing to say, like, it’s just whatever. But when I do it, it’s just like a
drastic change. Or sometimes people like students would act like they don’t even know
who I am. Like, if I change my hairstyle, they’re like, Oh, I didn’t even know that was
you. And I’m like, I really don’t look that different. It’ll be like slight changes, and they’ll
act like they don’t even, like, remember what I look like. And I’m like, that’s kind of
upsetting. It made me feel horrible.
By switching her hairstyle, Pink faced both internal and external tension. Consequently, Pink
struggled with the desire to be accepted; this caused her to second guess how she should present
herself outwardly to fit in. At times Pink seems defeated, no matter how she tries to prove
herself, there is always another discriminatory action that impedes her from being accepted.
These transgressions of hair criticisms have long-lasting effects on her self-esteem, on how she
occupies space and how she views herself. Pink is deeply troubled by the hair microaggressions.
Hair microaggressions slowly chip at her confidence, her character, and especially her
appearance.
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Sky recounted her hairstory of difference and discrimination (Audio Clip 8)
Audio Clip 8
Sky’s Hairstory with Discrimination

Transcription: So you know how Black girls’ and White girls’ hair is totally different.
Cheerleaders always had to have it up. But me, I would always have like, braids in and I
wouldn’t—I couldn’t put it up sometimes. And the coach would always be like, “Well
don’t like get that hairstyle then” and she’ll always tell me like to take it out. Like it’s that
easy to just take it out right then in there. Like, we have to pay a lot of money to do it.
And she was like, “Well don’t get hairstyles like that.”
Scholars consider situations like Sky detailed as “exclusionary practices enacted by those in
positions of power that contribute to the degradation and devaluation of students instead of
protecting and understanding African American Girl hair situations (Anderson, 2020, 45). Sky
is faced with similar ideologies of school segregation in existence prior to Brown vs. Board of
Education (Anderson, 2020). Sky felt isolated and excluded from her cheerleading team and
was berated due to her texture of hair and the styles she chose to put it which is racialized by her
coach (Anderson, 2017; Anderson, 2020).
Hair bigotry is an assault on African American Teenage Girls in educational institutions.
The hairstories shared depict the stigma related to the textured hairstyles of African American
Girls. Depending on the hairstyle presented by my participants, they would either be praised if it
conformed to White norms or ridiculed if it was exotic or Afrocentric. Hair discrimination is so
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pervasive that a nationwide movement began known as the Crown Act13 that was created to
liberate African American Girls from hair injustices which use hair as a continued source of
oppression. Hair discrimination is not new; in recent years, Black Girls have come to love and
embrace their natural textures, which have been shunned by the beauty standards of the White
dominant society for decades.
The hair assaults leave my participants confused and questioning whether they should
conform to societal hair standards to have a semblance of peace. In this next chapter, I share the
ways in which my participants detailed their processes of overcoming the stressors of racial
discrimination in school due to White societal constructs of standards.

13

The Creating a Respectful and Open World for Natural hair (CROWN) campaign was created “to ensure protection
against discrimination based on race-based hairstyles by extending statutory protection to hair texture and protective
styles such as braids, locs, twists, and knots in the workplace and public schools,” (Anderson, 2017, p. 47).
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Chapter 6. The Tensions and Trauma of Building Resilience
I’m convinced that we Black women possess a special indestructible strength that allows
us to not only get down, but to get up, to get through, and to get over.
—Janet Jackson
To better understand how my participants built resilience, it was important to make
meaning of the tension it takes to adapt. Some research suggested resilience is more about the
survival and the ways people protect themselves from unseen turmoil (Menakem, 2017). My
participants’ definitions and encounters of resilience demonstrated a shared inner turmoil and
the tensions of racial trauma they face, which is not always visible. Resilience is used to navigate
the system of racism that is inescapable for them in school (Menakem, 2017).
Defining Resilience
Undoubtedly, studies vary with the definition of resilience. For the purpose of this
research, resilience refers to the adaptation and ability to use survival techniques to maintain or
regain mental health while experiencing adversity (Hermann et al., 2011). Over time, the types
of adversity expanded to include negative life events such as traumatic events, natural disasters,
violence, and racial assaults (Hermann et al., 2011; Menakem, 2017). Leadbeater and Way
(2007) claimed defining resilience requires measuring how well individuals are doing. In this
case, gauging how well my participants are adapting to tension and trauma is evidenced by their
narratives.
African American Teenage Girls must make sense of resilience at an early age. Because
they are exposed to racialized trauma at an early age, participants have to figure out how to
adjust to the discrimination they face. Resilience is the space where “nature (what you are born
with) and nurture (what you learn over time through encounters) meet” (Menakem, 2017, p.
50). In Menakem’s (2017) description of resilience, nature personifies how the body
instinctively responds to stress, while nurture can display how one responds or adapts to
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stressful experiences as a coping mechanism from oppressive behaviors. In this chapter, I
examine the ways my participants recognize and demonstrate the tensions and trauma of being
resilient by: (a) how they define it, (b) how they build it, and finally (c), how they manage it in
school.
Each participant had their own definition of resilience. Pink defined resilience as “not
letting White America conform you.” This was an interesting definition; I asked Pink to expound
on what she meant by not conforming to White America. She explained in further detail (Audio
Clip 9).
Audio Clip 9
Pink’s Definition of Resilience

Transcription: I feel like conforming, like, I don’t know why I always felt pressured, like,
in the school system, like just being at school to, like, oh, talk a certain way or just
present myself differently just because of the color of my skin. I felt like I had to, yeah,
present myself differently to like, White people, just so they would accept me. I don’t
really know what the word is, but so that they would understand that I’m not how they
think I am.
Pink’s uncertainty of how to name what she is doing was indicative of her confusion. Admittedly,
Pink conforming to a White-dominated culture in her school to avoid being stereotyped
negatively as an African American Girl is confusing. Nyachae (2016) pointed out African
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American Girls conform to White social constructs by excluding their culture. This is similar to
how Pink felt the pressure to conform to fit in with her predominantly White peers. Pink
believed she would be accepted if she denied her culture, spoke differently, and presented
herself as the opposite of the perceived stereotypes of African American Girls (e.g., loud,
underachieving, and untrustworthy). For Pink, conforming is a survival tactic she uses to shield
herself from bigotry, prove academic success, and be accepted by her peers. Pink revealed
conforming, which is supposed to be a protective measure caused her more stress by leaving her
tense and confused.
Blue, agreed with Pink, stating “if you don’t present yourself differently, it would make it
seem like [negative stereotypes about African American Girls are true], because that’s how
people perceive you to be.” Blue defined resiliency as “not letting others control you, not letting
others change you.” While her definition spoke to “not letting others change you,” her actions
showed she believed she must acclimate to fit in with her White peers. While Blue was
frustrated with having to conform, she still wished to fit in.
Jointly, their definitions speak to the pain and stain of White supremacy and the harm
caused in trying to overcome systemic oppression. Pink and Blue provided insight into why they
believe they must conform to the norms of White America. Their definitions make evident how
racial discrimination and the perceptions of being stereotyped can alter behavior. Pink and
Blue’s definitions suggest if they did not fear being stereotyped, they would not have to conform
to be accepted by their White classmates. Both participants seemed to display an undertone of
fear of being profiled or labeled as an underachiever or loud, so they conform to be accepted.
The internal and external decisions they made is a form of racialized trauma which they manage
by conforming. The tension and conflict regarding this decision for Pink and Blue is an example
of the struggle they face to maintain their identity under racialized conditions (Dillette, 2020).
Royalty’s definition of resilience was probably the most provocative explanation of all the
responses. She described resilience as “being able to stay on your feet and shake back from any
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situation.” I asked Royalty to explain what she meant by “shake back from any situation” (Audio
Clip 10).
Audio Clip 10
Royalty’s Definition of Resilience

Transcription: When people come to you with a lot of negativity or words that they want
to hurt you with and deep down when it does hurt you, but you know that you can’t let it
stop you. You can’t sit there and you can’t sob about things for hours, you have to just let
it go and get over it and keep going and do something positive to keep yourself strong.
And let some people know that they can’t get under your skin.
Royalty’s response is indicative of what is expected of some African American Girls. They are
required to get over pain. Menakem (2017) asserted that the pain of struggling alone over many
generations has built and strengthened the body to be resilient, which in turn helped African
Americans survive the brutality of slavey. I liken Royalty’s response to slavery; enslaved people
were beaten in front of the other captives who were forced to watch someone wounded and
could not assist. They were not allowed to comfort their enslaved comrades in pain, adding to
their stress (Wilkins, Whiting, Watson, Russon, & Moncrief, 2012). The residual effects of
slavery have continued to shape societal dynamics as African Americans must perpetually adapt
to race related stressors, internalize their pain, and normalize traumatic events (Menakem,
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2017; Wilkins et al., 2012), leaving the injured person to figure out how to heal on their own.
While this graphic illustration speaks to how resistance is built up, it does not quite acknowledge
the insurmountable amount of tension put on Royalty to shake off a traumatic event. Royalty’s
response about not allowing anyone to get under your skin, related to the internal struggles she
may face. Royalty may have internalized trauma that she has to navigate and adapt to.
Relative to Royalty, Sunshine defined resiliency as “being able to take any hate or pain of
some sort.” Sunshine’s definition suggested there was no end date to suffering and she should
adapt to harsh treatment. In addition, her definition implied pain was a fundamental part of her
journey to her survival.
Comparatively, Royalty and Sunshine’s definitions detailed they believe they must
endure hurt and pain. Their definitions of resilience gave meaning to their experiences and
suggested they have no choice but to adapt to trauma, no matter how much tension it created.
Royalty and Sunshine’s definitions relate to Menakem’s (2017) nature versus nurture
description, where resilience is inherent, but survival requires development. The tensions
Royalty and Sunshine described mirror James Baldwin’s reflections on the struggle to be
resilient. As Kurtz (2017) mused upon James Baldwin’s work, Notes of a Native Son, they
argued that resiliency is “life and death, tragedy and joy, race and violence that are all
intertwined in a tapestry that achingly reveals, as Turner (2011) essayed, why ’white supremacy
[must be seen] as a form of mental and moral slumber’” (Kurtz, 2017, p. 94). Resilience is the
ways in which my participants survive race related trauma.
Overwhelmingly the ways my participants define and interpret resilience demonstrate
the survival and adaptive strategies they use to manage stress. How do they show up as
themselves and lessen the struggles of trauma they are faced with in school? By their depictions,
my participants have learned how to manage the racialized trauma to which they have been
exposed. In the case of Pink and Blue, they manage by changing themselves outwardly to
conform. For Royalty and Sunshine, they manage by internalizing their pain, managing their
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behaviors, and identifying ways to lessen their trauma. Menakem (2017) asserted resilience can
be built and strengthened over time. How do African American Girls build resilience? Some
researchers claimed when African American Girls can identify discrimination and are
supported, they are better equipped to deal with trauma (Menakem, 2017; M. W. Morris, 2016;
Price-Dennis et al., 2017) and racism in school.
Road to Building Resilience Through Confidence
For my participants, resiliency required a certain level of confidence and resistance in
order to create a space to coexist in a White dominated society. Building confidence relates to
how my participants view themselves in the world. Carter Andrews et al. (2019), acknowledged
the need for African American Girls to build self-confidence and resilience against the constant,
White-dominated gaze they are viewed through in school. Self-confidence can affect how African
American Girls see themselves in their personal life, in their community, and in their school
environment. While there was a shared consciousness of the challenges each of my participants
confront, each girl had different encounters based on the intersections of their various traumas
(Nyachae, 2016).14 It is important to understand the nuanced behaviors that shun or shut out
African American Girls from representing their identity or culture.
During the focus group session, I asked my participants to go back in time and reflect on
a past experience. The prompt I gave them upon reflection was to write a note to their younger
selves to encourage them. In their notes to their younger selves, they encouraged their younger
selves on ways to build resilience and confidence. This was an opportunity for my participants to
recall and reimagine their struggles with confidence (Price-Dennis et al., 2017), and rename
their past traumas. Blue re-envisioned a different version of herself (Audio Clip 11).

Opinions about who African American Girls are or should be are projected onto them without their consent
(Carter Andrews et al., 2019) further misrepresenting their identities. Research suggested a strong sense of
self is salient to one’s culture and possibly protects one from outside influences (Hope et al., 2015).
14
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Audio Clip 11
Blue’s Note to Her Younger Self

I would tell myself that it doesn't matter what others think it doesn't matter how other
people make you feel because you are you. No one can change you or make you feel bad
about yourself. It's okay to feel different, but you can't let others try to change you to how
they want you to be. It's okay to be you.
In her note, Blue implied she would not allow her teachers, peers, or class experiences to
conform her, or other people’s images of her to change her perception of self to a negative one.
In addition, she suggested how she could build resilience by being okay with being different. I
asked Blue to expound on how she believed she could build confidence. Blue stated, “when
you're younger, you're like, more like susceptible to the things that like other people are trying to
do.” While Blue may believe this to be true, she still grappled with this notion of confidence, as
evident in her comment on how she was challenged to conform to White standards in her
definition of resilience. Nyachae (2016) asserted when African American Girls fully understand
their self-confidence, only then can they be liberated and inspired. In her note to her younger
self, Blue described taking control of her life and not allowing social constructs to define her,
which is something she desired to achieve.
In Sunshine’s note, she told her younger self that “in middle school I would stand up for
myself against the discrimination that was happening because I could have changed many
things throughout middle school and even high school.” In her note, Sunshine spoke to how she
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copes with trauma by suffering in silence. As previously mentioned, Sunshine detailed staying
quiet or crying as her way of relieving tension. She has struggled to find her voice in school
dealing with her many microaggressions, such as the type of music she listens to, her hairstyles,
and other students excluding her from class conversations. Sunshine wanted to stand up for
herself by speaking up or telling a school official of the racial trauma she has experienced, as
explored in chapter 5 regarding her encounters of discrimination in the classroom. She
mentioned high school as well in her note, signifying that Sunshine still struggled with not
speaking up. Even during the session, Sunshine was still figuring out how to deal with the
tensions of being resilient and building confidence.
Royalty and Pink, the oldest of the five girls, were more expressive in their notes to their
younger selves. Their notes were empowering, supportive, and affectionate to their younger
selves. Royalty wrote:
Don’t let anyone bring you down. you are beautiful and a strong little girl who has more
worth than you know. Although you have hard times now don’t let it affect your future
and how you look at people. trust your instincts and speak up when u need to. you got
this💜.
Royalty ended her note with a heart, which pointed to the support she is sending her younger
self. In her note, Royalty told her younger self she was beautiful and strong. In comparison to
Blue’s note, Royalty had the confidence that Blue seemed to struggle with when writing her note.
As a result, Royalty was able to firmly tell her younger self “not to let anyone bring her down”.
During the individual interview, Royalty mentioned she had to stand up for herself against her
peers and sometimes her teachers. According to Royalty, she has had a stressful time at school,
but she has been able to manage. She stated there will be hard times, but she managed them by
“shaking off any hurt,” as mentioned in the previous section. Her ability to shake it off related to
the levels of resilience and resistance that she has built up over the years. For Royalty, like other
African American Girls, building up confidence and learning resilience means being self -aware,
87

understanding the full scope of racialized trauma, and developing how to adapt. After 12 years in
the school setting, Royalty has gained a better grasp of her confidence. As will be addressed in
later chapters, Royalty believes her confidence was bolstered from attending therapy (see
chapter 7 on support systems).
In Pink’s note, she described the time it took to overcome oppressive practices (Audio
Clip 12).
Audio Clip 12
Pink’s Note to Her Younger Self

Transcription: Do not let society undermine your worth. Do not let White America instill
fear into your mind and continue to work hard. Be yourself and stand up for yourself as
the world will not always be in favor of you. You are always the determining factor when
it comes to your emotions and your reactions.
Through her note, Pink communicated her experiences with racial discrimination, and the toll it
has taken on her throughout the years. She was troubled by her first encounter in the first grade
when she was asked to stand up as an illustration of a slave for the rest of her class. Her note
echoed the tensions and racial trauma she has experienced. She tries to build confidence and
resilience to combat the pressures she is confronted with to excel, the negative stereotypes, and

88

the lack of support from her peers and teachers. Though Pink was exposed and made aware of
racism at an early age, like many African American children (Hope et al., 2015), she is still
deeply wounded as explained in chapter 4, where she explained her sources of stress and how
she has been discriminated in school. However, she managed to empower her younger self, and
realized she is the keeper and controller of her reactions and emotional responses to bigotry. In
her note, Pink expressed pushing past defeat and pressing on while suffering. How is Pink able
to push past her pain?
Resilience is both an intrinsic and extrinsic process, which Menakem (2017) explained is
often misunderstood by many. My participants were not clear on the process of resilience, how
to manage it, or how to explain why they take certain actions to protect themselves. Resilience is
a process that can be very confusing and daunting. Because of this confusion, my participants
may find a tension between being resilient, or being the superwoman, versus, having the ability
to be vulnerable. By visualizing themselves in the future, participants were able shift their gaze
from negative to positive and build resilience. Not acquiescing to the narratives that others have
placed on African American Women can build strength and a counternarrative that is enveloped
in reimagining their identities (Hill Collins, 1990; Menakem, 2017).
Affirming African American Women
It is critical for African American Teenage Girls to fully access their potential and
reimagine who they will become. To define who they are and deconstruct the negative constructs
about who they are represents the tenets of BFT and CRT (Nyachae, 2016). Rather than let
others define who they are (bell hooks, 2015), my participants defined what it meant to be a
strong African American Women; by them defining their future, participants gain the power to
reclaim their present. By imagining their future selves as African American Women, participants
were able to shift their self-perception (bell hooks, 2015), and redefine how they occupy space.
Believing labels and stereotypes of strong superhuman Black Women promote false imagery
(bell hooks, 2015) and can also cause trauma when you try to live up to these depictions.
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Contrary to false imagery, my participants explored ideas of strong African American Women.
In their depictions of strong African American Women, participants viewed them as someone
with a voice who will fight for what is right as detailed below.
Royalty defined a strong African American Woman as “someone who doesn't take no for
an answer, who stands up for themselves, and lets everybody know around them that they have
a voice and to believe in themselves and empower other people.” Royalty’s belief of strong
African American Women having a voice could be juxtaposed against her experiences where she
was silenced at some point in her life. By Royalty rewriting herstory, she is reclaiming her voice
and her power. She wanted women to not be rejected, to be listened to, and to possess inner
confidence. As a result, Royalty’s description suggested she believed African American Women
using their voices and not taking no for an answer is empowering and a form of resilience.
Blue described a strong African American as a “woman who fights for what she wants a
woman who does what she wants, no matter what is going on, showing that she has a voice.”
Similar to Royalty, Blue viewed a strong African American Woman as “someone who has to fight
to get what she wants and uses her voice.” Blue’s description of “fighting for what she wants”, is
not new. It is the premise that many African American Women, such as Sojourner Truth, Ella
Surrey, and Audre Lorde stood on; these women may consider themselves as survivors (Hill
Collins, 1990) by advocating for themselves. Conversely, when African American Women fight
for their rights, they are regarded as hard to get along with or bossy (Bambara & Traylor, 2005).
A stigma that follows African American Girls in many classrooms due to being overly disciplined
when they activate their survival mode protection strategies by fighting back (Carter Andrews et
al., 2019, Hill Collins, 1990; M. W. Morris, 2016).
Sunshine defined a strong Black Woman as “someone who was encouraging to others
and for other Black women.” In this case, Sunshine yearned for the support of other African
American Women when she was silenced or marginalized in class as earlier detailed. Sunshine
discussed how she wished for support from someone who looks like her and will encourage her
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to stand up for herself. Research asserted when African American Girls have encouraging adult
relationships in school they are motivated to thrive (Carter Andrews et al., 2019).
In Pink’s audio clip, she highlighted the characteristics of a strong African American
Women (Audio Clip 13).
Audio Clip 13
Pink’s Description of a Strong African American Woman

Transcription: someone who's strong and unstoppable, intelligent. And just like, gets her
point across, but it can be done not in the way that society portrays it to be, which may
be in a negative light.
Pink’s description of a strong African American Women highlighted intelligence. This related to
the way society has cast doubt on her intellect. Her depiction symbolized the racial trauma she
had been subjected, as explored in chapters 4 and 5, (e.g., from proving her intelligence to her
hairstyles). Pink’s depiction of a strong African American Women could relate to the tensions
she internalized to conform, as described in the previous section on resilience. Based on her
comments on how her White peers view her, she struggled with the burden of needing to be an
“unstoppable and intelligent” strong African American Woman. In their research, both Carter
Andrews et al. (2019) and Price-Dennis et al. (2017) found that school officials may question the
intelligence of African American Girls. Pink internalized these preconceived ideas and
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prejudices that school officials may have about African American student behaviors and school
identities. Pink’s definition of a strong African American Women implicitly connected to the
struggles she endured in school. Pink desired to be supported and free of the tensions of racism,
however she struggled to find a balance of being free of the negative tropes of race and being
accepted.
Overall, my participants described a strong African American Woman as someone who
fights for what she wants, uses her voice to speak up, and encourages others. This idea of
fighting was a common theme; this is akin to the stereotypes some teachers believe about
African American Girls when they advocate for themselves regarding missing grades, lost
assignments, untaught material on assignments, or being mistreated (Carter Andrews et al.,
2019; M. W. Morris, 2016). Fighting for your rights was a very interesting word choice. Carter
Andrews et al. (2019), noted that depictions of African American Girls “have helped frame a
public discourse about girls” (p. 24) that perpetuate this notion of fighting. This could be the
reason why participants feel they must acquiesce to oppressive behaviors and remain silent to
avoid the negative stereotypes. It also could signify participants believe they must battle to be
free and heard, and at times look inward for their resilience. The complexities of being an
African American Girl or Woman in a White-dominated society causes them to suffer physically
and emotionally, even as they still function (Bambara & Traylor, 2005).
By exploring what it means to be a strong African American Woman my participants
controlled their narrative and shape their identities for their future, which hopefully builds selfconfidence. Rather than solely focus on the White hegemonic structures of the school system, it
was vital to unpack the ways my participants built upon their strengths to combat the bigotry
they must face daily. Understanding how they build self-confidence and resilience was
imperative to comprehend their trajectory to resilience. How do my participants resolve within
themselves to move on and be strong when confronted with racists tropes? I describe their
process of building resilience in the next section.
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Managing Resilience
The descriptions of resilience and the notes my participants sent to their younger selves
imply they were confused on how to manage trauma in school. Adapting to oppression created
tension for my participants. How do my participants manage discrimination, or shield
themselves from something they have no control over? Managing resilience may not create full
healing; however, participants may be able to use these strategies to shield themselves and
prevent future trauma (Menakem, 2017).
My participants’ narratives demonstrate the ways they manage resilience. Continuing
from Royalty’s definition on resilience, I asked her to explain how she feels after she is slighted
or treated differently. She explains that she feels hurt by these situations (Audio Clip 14).
Audio Clip 14
Royalty’s Explanation on Dealing with Stressful Situations

Transcription: It does. But I don’t show it. It doesn’t stay under my skin for a long time. I
just let it go. I’ve learned to let it go. Honestly, I think probably about four years ago is
when I stopped. I had bad anger issues and I got mad about a lot of stuff. And that was
because I was too focused on stuff that hurt me in the past. So I was just angry a lot. But I
learned to let it go…when people say stuff, it just rolls off my shoulder and sometimes it
does hurt me, but it doesn’t hurt me for a long time.
Royalty’s strategy of letting go can have positive and negative effects. In spite of the positive
effects of letting things go, by not dealing with these situations can create tension and unhealthy
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repercussions. Royalty’s way of surviving her pain could be rejecting the people who have caused
her pain. The pain of being rejected by a teacher or peer could have created this need to handle
her pain internally or brush it off. Royalty realized her pain could still manifest, so this strategy
could leave her with unresolved issues. Royalty’s process of resilience to tension or pain is not
clear. In fact, this notion of letting go does not mention the steps it takes to let her tension go.
In comparison, Pink was able to somewhat identify her process of being resilient. The
two scenarios Pink described below illustrates the unease she has come to live with when it
comes to experiences of discrimination in school, like being treated differently, and comments
about her hairstyles and texture. Pink stated:
But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve just kind of learned. Like, just roll off my back and like,
ignore it more, I would say and just not let it affect me as much. It used to like make me
feel down. And like um, yeah, just down it used to make me feel like negative about
myself and question myself and who I am and but now it doesn’t affect me that much.
Pink managed discriminatory slights or negative stereotypes by ignoring the people who harm
her. While this response may seem obscure, it is the only way Pink understood how to cope with
the kind of microaggressions, overt racist comments, or feelings of vulnerability, as explained in
chapter 4 on unsupportive environments. In fact, Pink seemed to imply her difficulty with
handling the tension of racial trauma, therefore she internalizes it instead. The other form of
discrimination Pink discussed was the constant comments about her hair. She shared how she
handles people questioning her hair after years of dealing with microaggressions:
It would bother me when I was younger. But now, I’ve just like, let it go. Because it’s not
their hair. They can’t, if they don’t understand. I mean, they can try and Google it.
Because that used to be like one of my responses, like, go educate yourself on it before
you even talk to me. But I mean, I just let people think whatever now. It doesn’t matter.
In some ways the barrage of blatant daily assaults on Pink’s hair and mistreatment has
left her numb. One strategy Pink has developed to respond to hair comments was to have a
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comeback comment, such as telling them to Google information on Black hair care. Despite
Pink’s resilience to racialized comments, she still feels stressed and defeated that she lacks
control over how people view her. She states it does not matter, when it really does.
Researchers claimed there is strength that comes with having to defend oneself against
being different or being ostracized by a racist environment (Menakam, 2017). Consequently,
Royalty and Pink struggled to present a forced sense of strength that could cause them socioemotional issues.
Price-Dennis et al. (2017) suggested that when African American Girls reimage and
construct narratives about their identities, they are disrupting perceptions that do not
acknowledge or honor their potential or current contributions. This was attempted in my
research by letting the participants write notes to their younger selves and define what a strong
African American Woman looked like. African American Girls have to negotiate speaking up to
protect themselves (Hill Collins, 1990), or not speak up to protect themselves. My participants,
like many African American Teenage Girls, are in a difficult position; if they speak up they could
be penalized, and then silenced for speaking out (Hill Collins, 1990, M. W. Morris, 2016; PriceDennis et al., 2017).
Voice and Resilience
Voice was a vital part of the focus group for my participants. Voice was most often
defined as one’s ability to speak authentically and express honest thoughts and feelings (Dennis
et al., 2011, p. 84). While the use of voice is not a new phenomenon for African American Girls
and Women, it was interesting how my participants emphasized using their voices. They also felt
as if they were not heard when they used their voices to call out oppressive actions. While some
researchers found that African American Girls use their voice to speak up in disparaging
situations (Dennis et al., 2011), some of my participants used an opposite strategy of resilience,
which resulted in them suffering in silence, as discussed in chapter 4. Based on my participants’
response, voice was a controlling factor in how they viewed themselves and how they were
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viewed by school personnel and their peers. In this section, I explore the meaning of voice as my
participants described how they are heard, contrasting how they suffer in silence as explained in
chapter 4.
In the first focus group I shared a forty-five second video clip from an Instagram page
(DJ D-nice, 2020) of a young girl who voiced a very emotional plea to the audience of wanting to
be treated equally as an African American. While viewing the video, some of the participants
shook their heads and appeared sad; others just listened intently. Watching the video stirred up
emotions for my participants. I asked the participants to describe the girl in the video and to
share what reactions came up for them as they watched it.
Royalty, the oldest of the group, responded first, “I feel like they used her because she’s
young and a young person has a better voice. And people will listen to young people more than
they will adults.” Royalty believed people would listen to this young African American Girl more
than an older individual as she was elementary school aged. This idea of a better voice suggested
Royalty believed that younger children garnered more attention. In addition, Royalty felt adults
were more prone to listen to children that appear more helpless and need support.
Sunshine believed “the girl in the video was scared or worried for her future and that
people chose her to speak to show how the world makes young Black Girls feel.” Sunshine’s
response was not peculiar, considering her classroom experiences of being uncomfortable with
participating for fear of being perceived negatively. Sunshine has expressed anxiety about her
future and has projected her feelings of suffering in silence on to this young girl.
Pink added to Sunshine’s feedback on the video and stated, “she is a voice for us… and
because she was young, I agree with that, too. Like, that’s how they were able to get their point
across.” Pink’s statement gave credence to this notion that younger meant better. Pink also
believed people paid more attention to younger children.
Overwhelmingly the descriptions from the participants, was that an African American
Girl’s voice could only be heard if she was young. It was interesting to hear the interpretations
96

from the Teenage Girls regarding this younger African American Girl and their perceptions of
who adults would listen to. This was evidenced by my participants’ interpretations of the young
African American Girl that they feel muted. Scholars acknowledged that developing a voice was
one of the most prevalent issues that adolescent girls experience (Rogers 1993; Taylor, Gilligan,
& Sullivan 1995). When my participants speak up for themselves, they are ignored, silenced, or
disciplined as detailed in the preceding section and chapter 4.
Some researchers believed teachers could stifle the voices of African American Teenage
Girls (Price-Dennis et al., 2017), which could explain why Sunshine was uncomfortable
participating in class. She detailed her account, stating:
Well, I did do some (participating in class), but like, not as often as everybody else. It
kind of made me feel like, not too uncomfortable, but did make me feel uncomfortable.
Like people were looking at me like, Oh, yeah, she’s the only Black Girl in this class, or,
oh, she’s actually smart or something like that.
In their study, Carter Andrews et al. (2019), found that teachers were surprised at the knowledge
of African American Girls’ when they participated, because of preconceived assumptions about
them being unintelligent. This study can be aligned with the negative stereotypes that Sunshine
and the others were so desperately trying to mitigate. Sunshine was not very active in her classes
due to feeling uncomfortable out of fear of what her classmates may say or think about her when
she spoke. Sunshine noted that the young girl in the video was scared. Considering Sunshine’s
reference to the young Black Girl being scared, I wondered if this stemmed from her encounters
in the classroom. She acknowledged that her lack of participation was due to feeling
uncomfortable as the only African American Girl.
However, the deeper meaning lay in the subtle microaggressions perpetrated in the
classroom by the teacher and students. I asked Sunshine to clarify whether she did not
participate in class because she was uncomfortable. Sunshine responded with, “yes, I did very
little class participation.” Sunshine’s lack of participation was seemingly due to her trepidation
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of speaking in class due to expectations of failure by her peers and teachers. If she spoke up and
got the answer right, she would be seen as an anomaly for being intelligent; if she got the answer
wrong, she was fulfilling the stereotype of being unintelligent. Conflicted and confused,
Sunshine retreated from active participation and found ways to go unnoticed in class out of fear
of being racialized. She did not quite understand the trauma she was experiencing in the
moment; however, she did have an awareness of being marginalized and paralyzed because of
the skin she is in. Sunshine seemed to manage by not using her voice and being silent, which
was her way of building resilience.
Unlike the other participants, Sky was the only one that uses her voice to resist
discrimination. She recalls an incident with her cheerleading coach, who always talked down to
the African American Girls on the team either about their hairstyles or their dancing (Audio Clip
15).
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Audio Clip 15
Sky Uses Her Voice to Protect Herself

Transcription: We had like a whole meeting to all the cheerleaders. Without her.
We had a meeting with the with the sports advisors and we told them everything
and I don't—I’m not sure what they did with her. But I guess they made her
apologize cuz she apologized after that. But honestly, I don't believe that she was
really apologize and think she did it because she had to. I never said anything to
her. Personally. Well, actually, I don't remember what I said. Because I
remember like, sometimes she would always like, push my buttons and I will
always yell at her. Not always, but like, it was just one time she pushed my
buttons. And I just had to call her out. I don’t remember what she did, but I just
remember me doing that. Yeah. And she I guess she feels like she's around Black
people a lot. she feels like she has the right to act like this and treat us like this.
Sky appeared to be stressed due to her recent move to a new state and adapting to a new school.
Moving to a new environment can be stressful, and acclimating to new peers and teachers could
add more tension. During our conversation, Sky stated she never dealt with overt racism or
unfair treatment from peers and school staff at her old school. As a way to advocate for herself
and her peers, Sky attended a meeting with the school administrators to discuss the
discriminatory practices of her cheerleading coach. The experience left Sky angry and she
wanted something to be done about the biased treatment. Sky was frustrated with knowingly
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being discriminated against, as well as the lack of support from teachers, as detailed in chapter
4. She believed her only recourse was using her voice to speak her truth as a form of resilience.
Overall, my participants managed their tensions with resilience by either letting it go or
letting it show vocally. As seen throughout this chapter, developing protective strategies or
resilience for African American Girls occurs overtime and requires support. Their narratives on
the ways they build resilience illustrated the tensions they face and the trauma they incur from
oppressive behaviors. Managing resilience, as seen by their descriptions, does not come without
an understanding of how to respond to trauma as well as support systems. In the next chapter, I
investigate the types of support my participants need to build resilience, survive, thrive, and
protect themselves from the stressors of racial discrimination they are confronted with daily.
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Chapter 7. Support Systems
I've learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but
people will never forget how you made them feel.
—Maya Angelou
After analyzing participant responses, it was evident that support was a crucial and
necessary part of managing oppressive behaviors. When family members, friends, and school
personnel align themselves with the values of African American Girls, connect to them
culturally, and acknowledge their struggles, then can they begin to academically succeed
(Nyachae, 2016; Price-Dennis et al., 2017; Rivera-McCutchen, 2012). Without a supportive
school environment that makes caring for African American Girls an essential component of
their philosophy (Rivera-McCutchen, 2012), many of them will struggle in the classroom or in
extracurricular activities, as documented in chapters 4 and 5 on stress and discrimination.
A lack of support in school could be the reason 4 out of 5 participants shared they did not
like school. Based on research all support15 is not equal, it is crucial to have the types of support
that empowers and encourages the efforts of students (Gibson, 2016). The impact of support
African American Girls receive to survive racial trauma and discrimination depends on the
person providing the support. In some cases, teacher support continues to reinforce the social
constructs of White hegemony in school (Nyachae, 2016). In doing so, teachers promote White
womanhood which ultimately limits the stories of Black Girls (Nyachae, 2016). A school
environment has to be aware of the ways they contribute to some of the learned behaviors of
White supremacy and misogynistic gaze of the administrators, teachers, and staff that explicitly
or implicitly adds tension or trauma to African American Girls daily.

The kind of support that reinforces negative stereotypes can be detrimental to Black Girls instead of liberating.
Some support perpetuates the cycle of trauma for Black Girls by fitting within the White womanhood normative of
what it means to be a ‘lady’. If at the end of the day Black girls are advised to be silent and to conform, in order to
‘pass’ in the school setting (Fordham, 1993), is neither empowering nor liberating, despite our greatest intentions.
15
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In order to fully support African American Girls, schools must engage, empower, and be
educated on their needs. My participants required systems of support from family, friends, and
school personnel to deal with stressful encounters in school. This study highlighted some
overarching systems of support my participants require to alleviate stress in school. In this
chapter, I share the ways my participants describe the types of support they needed to succeed
such as: (a) affirmative feedback where adults and peers acknowledge they are on the right
track, (b) a nurturing environment which allows them to be who they are, (c) protective peers
and adults to confide in when things are stressful, and glaring is (d) advocates who are willing to
stand up against racial microaggressions and oppressive practices.
The Importance of Affirmations
My participants shared their interpretations of how affirmative feedback can engage and
empower them. Pink described an experience she had with an African American Women teacher
and what that meant for her:
I just thought it was really interesting to see like, a Black Spanish teacher, because that's
something I never saw. Most of the Spanish teachers… I’ve had, since I was younger, are,
like, Spanish that come from a Spanish speaking country. But to see that she's, a Black
Woman who's traveled and she's experienced and multicultural. And to come and teach a
Spanish class and speak fluently was really like, inspiring to me, because she worked so
hard to like, be in that position. And it's just cool to see.
Researchers suggested seeing African American Women teachers empowers young African
American Girls to believe they can achieve academic success (Nyachae, 2016) by virtue of
existence. For Pink, hearing the teacher speak fluent Spanish impressed her and made the goal
of academic success seem achievable. Imagery is everything for Pink and many other African
American Girls. Pink was glad that someone who shared a similar connection to her was able to
accomplish their goals. Hence, the reason it is essential for teachers to understand the role that
race and ethnicity play in shaping, defining, and affirming students (Rivera-McCutchen, 2012).
102

African American Women aim to support their students by improving their school
experiences (Nyachae, 2016). Pink had a Spanish teacher for two years, that she built a rapport
with and felt comfortable around. Pink further detailed her connection with this teacher helping
her in difficult times:
And she was just the nicest person, I could talk to her probably about anything. I was the
most comfortable with her. And even though we finished, like, I would join her in Zoom
calls during quarantine when it first started. And I would help her a lot in class. It was
an overall good experience, like having her as a teacher. I even emailed her at the end of
last year, just saying thank you, because, it was just nice to have her as a teacher and
have her be a Black woman, that was huge for me.
For Pink, the relationship with the Spanish teacher affirmed her existence and boosted her
confidence. Pink also stated she continued the relationship with this teacher after the class
ended. Undoubtedly, Pink benefitted emotionally from the connection she made with this
teacher. The teacher relationship with Pink suggest that Pink was encouraged and seemingly
felt like she was worthy of being treated the same as her White peers (see chapter 4). Based on
Pink’s account, the teacher continued to support her and engage her beyond the classroom.
Unfortunately, experiences like this one may be rare. Researchers believe that while
African American Girls are affirmed and empowered by the cultural connection of African
American teachers, the teachers by virtue of race, bear the burden of cultural taxation16.
(Nyachae, 2016). A term known as othermothering17 is embodied in many African American
Women educators. These teachers go above and beyond by providing formal educational
opportunities, attending to students’ emotional and psychological needs, and addressing their

16

African American teachers bear the burden of cultural taxation when White teachers do not participate, even after
some had agreed to do so (Nyachae, 2016, p. 800). This means taking on additional students to supports when there
is no support from their White colleagues to engage or empower African American students.
17 Othermothering is a phenomenon in which non-blood-related women assume some parenting roles to support
biological mothers and their children. A Black cultural practice that has roots in the African tradition and became
essential in U.S. slavery and the Jim Crow era (Carter Andrews et al. 2019, p. 29).
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academic needs (Carter Andrews et al., 2019, p. 29). Pink’s African American Spanish teacher
embodied othermothering by continuing to connect with her outside of school time and be
supportive of her needs. It was evident the teacher understood the need Pink had to be
empowered and supported, and extended herself to provide the necessary support. While the
focus of this study was not African American Women, it is important to note that tensions due to
cultural taxation can also create stress. As these experiences may be rare, some African
American Girls turn to their peers, their family, and outside counseling for this type of support.
Royalty detailed how the support from her mom and a counselor provided an outlet to
share her stress (Audio Clip 16).
Audio Clip 16
Royalty’s Support Systems

Transcription: Um, I had a lot of help from my mom and I had a counselor, I still have a
counselor. Um, they taught me that that is not going to be my future. The things people
say about me it's not going to be my future. This is in the past and some people have
nothing. My mom always told me some people would try to trigger you because of the way
you are because they have nothing to lose. When they see that you have a lot to lose. They
do that because they have nothing to lose.
By having support systems in place, Royalty was able manage how she coped with negative
statements about her. Some researchers acknowledged having a mentor or counselor lessens
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depression in adolescents (Leadbeater & Way, 2007). For Royalty, having a support system in
place to acknowledge her challenges and also provide a platform to discuss them was crucial to
overcoming her issues.
Past studies viewed teachers and parents as having a more significant role in supporting
student’s success in school (You, 2011). However, more recent studies acknowledged the
important role friends also play in support systems, e.g., “having a shared sense of racial and
community connectedness, and motivate social emotional engagement” (Leathe et al., 2019, p.
1327). Sky discussed how her friends care for her and encourage her when she is upset.
I guess they notice. Like, they know how to like talk to me. They know how to like, treat
me and they know like things to say cuz I guess they've known me for so long and they
like really try to understand me. So, they just find ways they feel like that can help me to
calm down.
Sky could not fully articulate how her friends support her, but she did stress some key ways they
provided support. Researchers argued student peer relationships are vital and often a source of
support, as they can understand and motivate each other through a shared experience unlike a
parent or a mentor (Leadbeater & Way, 2007; You, 2011). Sky felt empowered by the support
she received from her friends, and knew they may share the same struggles she has, such as the
incident with the cheerleading coach as explained in chapter 5 on discrimination. Her support
system is rooted in her level of trust she has for her friends when dealing with her personal
struggles.
Likewise, Blue counted on her friends for affirmations. Similar to Sky, Blue discussed
how her friends understand what she was going through. During the discussion, Blue discussed
her best friend, stating that they have been friends “for a long time. [She] knows how to calm me
down because she's known me for so long.” While Blue did not say how her friend calms her
down, it is possible her friend may speak with her in a calming monotone way to put her at ease.
It was evident that familiarity with her friend had fostered a stable support network over the
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years. Blue knew she could turn to her friend when she was in a difficult situation, allowing her
to relieve tension she may not have been able to otherwise. It is important for Blue and Sky to
have a supportive group of friends they trust and have known for a long time.
Like Blue, Sunshine considered her closest friend as a confidant because, “she has more
understanding, and she would know how to help me.” Sunshine believed her friend recognized
what she was going through and potentially could relate to her situations. Since her friend may
have worked through similar scenarios, she knew how to navigate Sunshine’s stress and affirm
her as needed.
As described in this section, affirmations from African American teachers, family
members, counselors, and trusted friends are part of the support systems needed to build
confidence and resilience in my participants. Based on their stories, in some cases the factors to
a healthy support system that affirms them was someone who could identify with their stressors,
talk to them calmly, and identify with them culturally.
Nurturing
Supportive environments are key to successful outcomes and experiences for African
American Girls as expressed by my participants. Building meaningful relationships deliberately,
includes “learning about students’ cultures, communicating an expectation of success, insisting
that students meet high expectations and providing learning supports” (Carter Andrews et al.,
2019. p. 32). In contrast, researchers found the absence of support for African American Girls
could lead to “adverse effects of discrimination, suggesting that contextual experiences that
threaten valued relational contexts (e.g., discrimination from teachers and peers) may be
particularly detrimental to girls’ academic self-constructions” (Leathe et al., 2019, p. 1328). To
that end, my participants described how nurturing support systems were vital to their academic
and emotional advancement.
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To get a sense of the kind of nurturing people or environment required by my
participants, I asked them to share what they felt a nurturing environment looks like. Royalty,
the graduating high school senior reflected on what nurturing would have been for her:
Realizing when I needed help in class, or when I was going through something, and just
listening to me or pulling me to the side rather than just like, leaving me alone. Because
sometimes I do need people to talk to, but I didn't have anybody. So I just sit there and
stay quiet.
Royalty implied she was isolated in school and was longing for assistance from a teacher or her
peers in school. Nyachae (2016) claimed that having to figure out things on your own could
create negative outcomes in school. By her statement, Royalty believed if someone in the school
took notice of her being withdrawn in class, then she may not have felt so isolated. In this case,
the lack of a nurturing environment created social exclusion and weighed heavily on Royalty’s
outlook about school. Royalty’s reflection emphasized the significance of teachers building
genuine connections and nurturing her early on in her schooling. Due to the lack of support,
Royalty was not able to cultivate a strong sense of self (Carter Andrews et al., 2019).
Unlike Royalty, Sunshine found a nurturing environment at her school. Sunshine
explained how her band teacher provided a nurturing environment during lunch. During the
interview, I asked Sunshine whether she had a teacher who supported her. She discussed her
band teacher who provided a caring environment.
It is my one Black teacher, of course. Oh, yes. He's really nice. And he lets us like sit in
his room for lunch and stuff. He's very understanding and he's like, I don't know how to
word this. But he's really really nice too.
According to Carter Andrews et al. (2019), educators demonstrate a higher level of support by
going “above and beyond, providing formal educational opportunities to attending to students’
emotional and psychological needs alongside academic needs” (p. 29). In Sunshine’s illustration,
her band teacher displayed a level of support that went beyond his required duties by allowing
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her and other students to spend their lunch time in his room. Sunshine appreciated this gesture,
and may have helped balance out some of the other situations where she felt mistreated in a
school setting as detailed in chapter 4.
Support is knowing the ways your students learn, and how they process information and
knowing when my participants require assistance. Adding to this idea of knowing the ways
students need to be nurtured, Sunshine shared her definition of a supportive teacher (Audio Clip
17).
Audio Clip 17
Sunshine’s Definition of a Supportive Teacher

Transcription: See more understanding teachers. Teachers who understand like, where
we're coming from, and, how fast paced, we can learn how if like, we need more time
with stuff we need to do, like understand, like, the material they're giving to us. Because I
know a lot of my teachers are moving a little too fast.
Per Rivera-McCutchen (2012) teachers could “create scaffolded learning experiences that expect
their students to reach rigorous goals, while providing them with the support to persists”
without lowering their standards (p. 673). Sunshine implied that some of her teachers do not
help her keep pace with her peers. In chapter 4, Sunshine described how she suffered in silence
in class stressing her need to be in a nurturing environment that is conducive to her. Research
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shows that African American Girls are “more likely to experience more subtle forms of biased
treatment, such as being ignored, negative nonverbal interactions, and relegation to caretaking
roles rather than leadership roles in the classroom” (Leathe et al., 2019, p. 1341). As a result of
the research about African American Girls, it is important for schools to be aware of their
struggles and create ways to combat the negative outcomes like decreased academic
achievement.
Sunshine also discussed her ideal environment, stating “every day teachers are available
in the evening after school, if any student needs help, or if they need extra work, or, like,
encouraging teachers and people who want to help actually, like help the students with their
grades.” By this statement, it appeared Sunshine needs additional support from her educators.
She would like the teachers to understand that her workload can be overwhelming and
confusing at times to grasp. More recently, scholars have highlighted how African American
Girls like Sunshine are uniquely marginalized in educational settings based on race and gender
(Leathe et al., 2019). For Sunshine, a nurturing environment required caring for students and
providing them with the proper academic support. If students are not prepared to be successful
academically, schools are setting them up for failure (Rivera-McCutchen, 2012).
Pink re-envisioned her supportive school environment that placed emphasis on
diversifying the teachers and based on her past experiences with racial discrimination:
I feel like if I had a Black counselor to go to and talk to, maybe they could relate more to
how I'm feeling and why I want something done about certain things, instead of just like
brushing it off, and like sweeping it under the rug like they do with most instances at
school. I think it's important to have a diverse group of guidance counselors that want to
see you, like, do better.
Leathe et al., 2019 claimed that a “stronger connection to one’s racial group may act as a buffer
against the impact of discrimination on youth outcomes” (p. 1339). By Pink’s account,
connections with African American teachers could change the trajectory of her racial encounters
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and create less stress in school. Pink’s description of a nurturing school environment is
indicative of the racial biases she has encountered throughout her years in school. Schools that
are concerned with students’ socio-emotional, and academic well-being should provide
resources and school personnel that nurture and foster positive growth (Rivera-McCutchen,
2012), which may alleviate some of the stressors African American Girls have to manage daily.
Protection
Trust, support, and protection are all factors which equip African American Girls with
the necessary tools to enter racially segregated and potentially harmful environments that aim
to provide academic achievement and emotional success (Carter Andrews et al., 2019; RiveraMcCutchen, 2020). During my interview with Royalty, the senior in the group of participants,
she only remembered one teacher who went above and beyond to care for her needs.
Royalty stated, “I've only out of all of my years of school, only one of my teachers actually
cared about, you know what students had to say. And that was my 10th grade year.” Royalty
remembered this teacher because she took the time to listen to her and not silence her voice.
Listening to students acknowledges the value teachers place on them as well as encourages them
to share their concerns. Royalty expounded on how her teacher supported when she was being
bullied (Audio Clip 18.)
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Audio Clip 18
Royalty’s Description of a Protective Teacher

Transcription: She knew that someone was trying to get me angry because they kept
picking with me every day. And she took me out of class, she talked to me about it, she
kept telling me and don't allow myself to get angry. Because I don't think anybody in my
school has ever seen me angry until one time, I got really angry, she found out about
that. And she just kept on encouraging me to just stay positive to ignore the girl, but the
girl kept coming to me. So, she called my mom. She talked to my mom about it, and then
she went to the principal herself.
In this scenario, the teacher provided Royalty with unconditional emotional support and showed
concern for her wellbeing, which allowed her to trust this teacher enough to share what was
happening (River-McCutchen, 2012). In addition to showing concern, her actions were to
protect Royalty from harm by calling her mother and alerting the principal of the situation. The
teacher made a connection and built trust with Royalty. Despite this support, Royalty explained
that her anger built up over time and she still had unresolved tension. As a result, the situation
escalated with her classmate and Royalty ended up getting into a physical altercation. Royalty
detailed the actions of the teacher next:
I got into two fights that year. Okay. But my first fight, um, she, she was surprised that it
happened. And she was like, she wanted me to catch up on my work, because it's not like
me to you know, have my grade all the way down. So, she let me catch up on my work.
111

And she was like, um, she don't do that for a lot of kids. But she knows that I'm not that
type, I'm not a troubled child. And I don't bother anybody. So it just shocked her. So she
let me catch up on [my work].
Based on Royalty’s statement, the teacher was concerned not only for her well-being but for her
academic success. Researchers determined that “caring teachers are proactive about supporting
their students academically before the students experience failure” (Rivera-McCutchen, 2012, p.
658). This situation mirrors the findings of Rivera-McCutchen (2012); because the teacher had a
rapport with Royalty and showed genuine concern for her academic and social emotional wellbeing, she was motivated to excel. The teacher was both proactive and attentive; she did not pass
judgment on Royalty for fighting.
As a result of African American Girls often being disciplined for taking matters into their
own hands, they are penalized when they retaliate (Evans-Winters, 2017). According to Royalty,
she made numerous complaints to administration regarding a girl bothering her prior to the
escalation and fight, but had received no support. Carter Andrews et al. (2019), found that
without support, African American Girls are forced to protect themselves against unwanted
verbal and physical assaults. If teachers and administration would have taken her complaints
seriously and shown empathy it might have been a different outcome for Royalty.
Royalty remembers her 10th grade teacher, identified as Ms. B for the purposes of this
research, because she demonstrated support. Royalty describes how Ms. B took notice of her
behavior change, provided a level of safety in her classroom, and offered protection by calling
her mother and the principal regarding the other student. Teachers who provide a supportive
environment and validate their students leave a lasting impression on them. Royalty
remembered Miss. B because she did not judge her. At the end of this reflection Royalty stated,
“I love Miss B”. It was evident that Royalty appreciated the care and protection displayed by Ms.
B listening to her and understanding her actions. This teacher went above and beyond to ensure
the emotional and academic success of Royalty. This echoed Carter Andrews et al. (2019), who
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claimed that “strengthening the adult-student relationship” was critical to a positive support
system (p. 31).
Blue’s idea of a supportive school environment is on that includes:
Teachers that stand up for you like, if another teacher or a student is bullying you or
doing something that they're not supposed to do, then the teachers would stand up for
you. Or like, report it if they had to.
Standing up for the rights of others was necessary for Blue. Very similar to her depiction of a
strong African American Women, Blue wanted a teacher to speak out on behalf of others who
were bullied. Blue implied that she wanted to be protected by her teachers and wished the
school would do something to reduce these injustices. The kind of support Blue described could
be considered active “engagement with and confrontation of the injustices often faced by
marginalized communities of color” (Rivera-McCutchen, 2020, p. 4). Blue acknowledged the
lack of support for her and her peers, and believed there should be more teachers like her former
gym teacher. Ideally, she believed this protection was vital to reduce the stressors she endured
in the school setting. Without it, Blue began to distrust school personnel. While she still had her
support outlets with her friends, the school did not provide an adequate level of protection
against these oppressive practices.
Advocacy Against Racism
For Pink, being exposed to racial bias at an early age has traumatized her causing her to
build resilience however she can. Pink recalled an incident in school that she brought to the
school staff. While she believed there were no other school personnel advocating on her and
other students’ behalf, she found out later that there had been an advocate supporting them.
Pink stated,
It wasn't until last year that I found out that one of my history teacher’s last year, sent an
email to the superintendent. It was about a kid wearing offensive clothing. Nothing
ended up happening and [the teacher] was upset about it, but at least she was a teacher
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who understood [why the clothing was offensive]. I didn't know her at the time, but she
did let me know that [her reporting the incident] did happen.
After complaining to several school officials about a student wearing a racist hat as explained in
chapter 4, Pink believed she had no support from teachers. Once Pink’s history teacher shared
her frustration about the incident in class, Pink realized she was supported by her teacher. I
asked Pink how she discovered the teacher was advocating on her and the other African
American students’ behalf. She stated,
I was really unsure because she was my history teacher. And I was like, oh, I don't know,
like what her political views are with that type of stuff, because she seemed pretty
neutral. But it wasn't until George Floyd was killed that she like opened up and
expressed how she would be an advocate for the Black Lives Matter movement. And we
kind of got on a Zoom call and like, told her about our personal experiences, because she
wanted to know how we were feeling. And she told us what she did when that happened,
I shared with her the experience about the sense of like (no one listening), and she told
me, what she did to prevent that.
In this case, past offenses and racialized trauma made Pink believe that her teachers did not
support her. She was wary and uncertain of the teacher’s motives and concerns for her wellbeing
in school. Pink’s skepticism is reflective of how she adapted to tension, thus biasing her
perspective on this teacher. Some researchers suggested students who have a heightened racial
awareness can make judgment calls based on a perceived reality (Degruy, 2005; Leathe et al.,
2019). In this case, Pink passed judgement on this teacher due to her past experiences.
The history teacher showing concern for Black lives and asking how they were feeling
was eye opening for Pink. Pink was surprised and happy to learn of this teacher’s support and
her concern for the African American students in school. Because the teacher held a Zoom call
for her students to express their feelings on the assault on Black lives, Pink’s perspective about
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some teachers supporting her shifted to a more positive outlook. She was relieved that someone
listened and advocated on her behalf.
When school personnel show concern for their students it communicates respect and a
sense of belonging in addition to enhancing the student teacher relationship. In Blue’s account
she witnessed a teacher voice his concern for the mistreatment of African American students:
Um, he was always like, very nice to people and things like that. So, he would see that a
lot of teachers were like, racist. So, he would try to like, talk to like, someone higher up,
like the superintendent, or the principal or something like that, to see if they could do
something about it. So, he would always do everything that he could to make sure that
those types of situations weren't happening.
Unlike Blue’s previous experiences with the school nurse who did not take her concussion
seriously as explained in chapter 4, this teacher was advocating for the African American
students. He was not afraid to report overt racism, and used his position to elevate the issues to
higher channels. Although Blue never had a class with this teacher, she knew he was supportive
to students. Blue stated,
I've seen him do it multiple times. Like I would see him like watch a situation happen
where a teacher is being racist towards people. So he would like say, like, I have to go talk
to someone about this. And other people would tell me like their situations like how he
helped them out.
Blue took notice of the teacher, despite never being enrolled in any of his classes. It is evident
that students watch how adults in a school building act and react to situations that are
important to them. Blue valued this teacher as someone who advocated for Black lives.
Researchers suggested caring for the needs of African American Teenage Girls’ identity, giving
academic and emotional support, and boosting confidence were all factors that sustain a healthy
care culture and impede culturally isolating and hostile environments (Carter Andrews et al.,
2019). Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2002) asserted that when teachers advocate and show support for
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their students, they are preparing them to be future leaders who will turnkey the empowerment
to the next generation. As a result of this teacher’s advocacy and willingness to stand up for her
race, this teacher had qualities that Blue not only admired but remembered.
Support is an essential element in managing stress and learning how to be resilient to
racist encounters. In addition, how schools dealt with race related issues may be a reflection of
how my participants perceive and react to support. Hence, the importance of understanding the
ways my participants view support from family, friends, and teachers. The underpinning of
support is based on my participants’ descriptions on how they are affirmed, nurtured, protected
and how school personnel advocate on their behalf.
For my participants to be fully supported, educators and school staff must be intentional
about the realities of race-related stress and the systems that create it. In order to support these
students, it is essential to understand the nuanced ways my participants as African American
Teenage Girls interpret, internalize, and mitigate stress and the toll it has on them mentally. The
voices of the five African American Teenage Girls in this study detailed the constant trauma they
face and how to overcome it. In my summary, I will discuss my findings and reflect on this
research process.
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Chapter 8. Conclusion
There is something that happens when you get emancipated. You approach life
differently. You eat differently. You respect yourself more. You respect the gift you have
been given.
—Prince
To study is not to consume ideas, but to create and re-create them
–Paulo Freire
This dissertation provided an analysis of the ways stress impacts my participants, by
identifying (a) the sources of stress, (b) the types of stereotypes placed on them, (c) the trauma
caused by stress, (d) the tensions they struggle with to adapt to stress, and (e) the supports they
need to mitigate stress from their daily school encounters. After reviewing and analyzing
participant responses, I was able to find subthemes within the larger research topics of stress,
discrimination, resilience, and support. Oppressive behaviors were a large part of the daily
struggles my participants faced as they grappled with how to interpret, manage, and protect
themselves from race-related stress. This final chapter consists of the (a) summary and
implications, (b) limitations, (c) reflections and recommendations for future research, and (d)
alignment of my findings with the conceptual frameworks of BFT and CRT.
Summary and Implications
The intention of this dissertation was not to make overarching claims about all of the
components of stress as it relates to African American Teenage Girls. Rather, the intent was to
bring awareness to the subtle ways African American Teenage Girls interpret, manage, and
mitigate stress to improve their overall school experiences, and answer how African American
Teenage Girls frame and navigate the stressors in their lives and in school.
The conceptual frameworks of BFT and CRT were used to examine the complexities of
stress as it relates to oppressive practices. bell hooks (2015) posited that in order to have a voice,
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your voice has to be heard. BFT and CRT were designed to bring the voices of the oppressed to
the forefront. The tenets of BFT and CRT illuminated the pervasiveness of racism from my
participants’ viewpoint through their narratives. In addition, counternarratives provided an
outlet to heal from racialized trauma and shift from racialized oppression to progression
(Silverman et al., 2016).
The dissertation employed a qualitative study, and the methods used to collect data were
online questionnaires, focus groups and individual interviews. The data collection instruments
comprised of written responses, audiovisual elements, and data transcriptions. This study used
several stages of analysis.
In my analysis, I determined that my participants individually and collectively knew that
as African American Teenage Girls, they were expected to accept repressive treatment due to
their race. This alone could have triggered trauma or created stress in my participants. The
participants knew they were discriminated against, but did not always understand it as such. It
was normalized for them to be treated unfairly. It was interesting to note the unspoken rule
participants had regarding how to handle or ignore the hurt they experience due to these
traumatic experiences. However, my participants were forced to forge forward to prove
themselves academically despite these negative experiences. After I analyzed their definitions
and sources of stress, I extrapolated that the root cause of this stress was discrimination and was
addressed with and defined as resilience. In addition, I determined that the support systems
were critical in helping them process the oppressive situations they face in a school setting.
While this study is not generalizable to all African American Girls, it aligns with research which
suggests they must survive discrimination by building resilience, and use their support systems
to overcome negative stereotypes.
Stress weighed heavily on my participants as African American Teenage Girls to succeed.
The chapter on stress detailed how stress impacted each participant, and tried to identify the
root cause of stress. Due to the pressure to excel, my participants felt they had to work harder to
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prove themselves and their worth to their teachers and peers. Some of my participants
mitigated this stress by becoming quiet and suffering in silence. Their stories detailed that they
do not want to be perceived negatively by their White counterparts, and how they are heard or
not heard or made to feel invisible. As such, the girls suffer in silence; they believe their voices
would not be heard by school personnel and peers. With an unsupportive school environment,
my participants live with racialized trauma daily which created stress for them.
Discrimination is deeply rooted in the fabric of American society. After analyzing the
statements from my participants, it is clear the discrimination they endure as African American
Teenage Girls caused them to feel differently about themselves, excluded from groups, and
isolated at times. A focal point for discrimination was their hair; participants described how they
felt excluded from extracurricular activities. For example, one of my participants described how
she was made to feel inferior for having her hair in braids during a cheerleading practice. The
participants in my study were left to figure out hurt, figure out pain, figure out discrimination,
and figure out how to be strong in the face of ongoing discrimination. Menakem (2017) stated to
combat discrimination, resilience has to be a way of living for African Americans.
Resilience is how my participants managed the stress from oppressive practices they
experienced in the school setting. Protective strategies such as conforming to their White peers,
dismissing negative comments, withdrawing from classroom engagements, and attempting to
advocate for themselves are crucial to the survival of these five African American Teenage Girls.
Over the course of this study, my participants were able to reflect on experiences from their past,
acknowledging who they are in the present, and envisioning themselves in the future. My
participants discussed how to build confidence in the face of adversity and through stressful
encounters. It was important for my participants to build these coping strategies to shut out the
negative stereotypes and to stand up for themselves. During the study, it was evident that
adapting to racialized trauma is not an easy feat; without a support system, participants would
struggle to be empowered or engaged in the school setting.
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Supportive environments begin with acceptance by peers and school officials. Accepting
who my participants are as African American Teenage Girls was the first step in supporting
them. African American Girls require teachers, peers, and parents to be the support systems to
affirm, protect and accept their culture. Having teachers that provide academic rigor which aims
to advance their skillset and challenge them further is a must. Without a support system,
African American Teenage Girls may struggle to survive socially, emotionally, and academically.
A school environment with socially conscious teachers who are aware and care about the needs
of their students could be the difference in positive education outcomes as well as parent
partnerships in the school.
Limitations
While this research did succeed in identifying the strain stress has on African American
Teenage Girls in the school setting, it was not without limitations. When originally designed, the
focus group and interview sessions were slated to be in person; however, due to an unforeseen
pandemic, all the sessions had to be conducted virtually. This changed the dynamic of my study.
The change from in-person to virtual changed the duration of the focus groups. The focus
groups were scheduled for 90 minutes each as opposed to the original three-hour blocks. Having
the sessions virtually limited me from meeting my participants in person, and how I facilitated
the icebreaker.
Conducting the icebreaker virtually did not go as planned. This virtual icebreaker was a
lesson for me about interactive exercises online. I should have used the interactive Zoom
reaction tools to get them started. At the start of the icebreaker, the participants did not seem
comfortable asking questions of one another. When I asked them to begin asking questions of
each other, they just stared at the screen. I realized for this activity, it was not the best idea to
have them ask questions of each other, because it was their first time meeting each other, which
defeated the purpose of the icebreaker as a rapport-building tool. I ended up changing the
icebreaker activity and asked the participants to individually respond to the bingo questions. I
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asked if they preferred to raise their hands or put their responses in the chat. Some participants
raised their hands while others responded in the chat. The bingo questions gave us a chance to
learn about each other.
In addition to the icebreaker being virtual, the time it took to go over the questionnaire
was longer than anticipated, causing me to rush through the focus group questions planned to
honor the amount of time slated. Some of my participants seemed a bit sluggish and were slow
responding to questions at the beginning of the second focus group, which may have been due to
it being a school night and starting after 7pm. Given the limitations of the study, I would revise
the icebreaker to be more conducive to an online platform. I would also have the questionnaire
either completed beforehand or at a separate time, giving ample time to collect more data during
the focus group sessions.
Reflections and Recommendations for Future Research
This research study has taught me so much about myself as an African American Women
and my relationship to stress and race-related trauma. In the beginning of my journey, I found
myself conceptualizing what stress meant to my participants. This project not only opened my
eyes to some of my own blind spots regarding stress but allowed me to have a deeper
understanding of how my participants frame and navigate stress. Some of my own blind spots
were related to not understanding the magnitude of harm endured by African American Girls as
they navigated a discriminatory system. While I was taught to use my voice to ask questions as a
young African American Girl growing up, I realized over the course of this study some of my
participants struggled with using their voice due to their experiences causing them to feel
isolated and excluded.
My participants seemed very comfortable having conversations with me around their
school experiences so much so that a few of the participants asked if we could continue to meet
after the project ended. I was taken aback at first by the question and said I would absolutely
continue the meetings if they agreed. To try and honor the meeting space, I reached out to the
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participants monthly via text to check on them after the conclusion of the research. Most of the
participants responded to my text the same day or the next day. This is indicative to me of how
crucial this work is and the need for spaces for African American Girls to share their stories and
be empowered.
It has also afforded me a deeper understanding of the way to interpret and cull data. At
the onset of this study, I believed discrimination was a key factor in stressful encounters;
however, I was not aware of the nuanced ways discrimination manifested. While my research
was about the stress my participants endured, I was surprised to hear the great pain they feel
when dealing with oppressive practices. The ways they suffer in silence and struggle to find
THEIR voice is key.
I became acutely aware of the importance of my participants having a space to share
their stories and sharing their voices as a collective. Having five participants for this study was
undoubtedly a good choice. It was engaging and allowed me to see them fully and not exclude
anyone from the conversation.
Some areas for future research that emerged during my study relate to the constructive
and destructive practices resilience could have on African American Teenage Girls. Based on the
definitions and illustrations of resilience offered by my participants, future research should have
a greater focus on the theme of resilience. In some of the scenarios, my participants struggled to
understand what to do in the moment when faced with oppressive behaviors and comments by
peers and school officials. Taking a deeper look into the ways African American Women and
Girls internalize these kinds of stressors when they are not able to respond to certain behaviors.
Additional research may provide clarity of how they frame and name what it means to be
resilient. Future researchers could also explore resilience by contrasting it with resistance. I
believe there would be merit in exploring how African American Teenage Girls are not able to
resist in the same ways as their White counterparts without being penalized.
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I also recommend the theme of voice should be further researched and analyzed. It is
critical that urban education identify what it means for African American Girls to use their voice
and the importance of their voice. During the course of the research, I noted the tension
participants felt regarding using their voice and being heard. There would be merit in examining
the impact of the absence or presence of voice on African American Girls’ confidence and stress
management.
Considering my participants varied by age and high school grade level, it was noticeable
that the younger participants began to understand and connect to some of the feelings of the
older participants after they described the social constructs of discrimination from their
respective perspectives. Blue and Sunshine, the youngest participants in the focus group
sessions, were not as responsive as the older participants in the beginning. They were not as
forthcoming with their struggles until they listened to one of the other participants share their
story of discrimination. Once the older participants spoke up about their experiences, they
agreed or shared their story of race-related stress and how they tried to mitigate oppressive
treatment. This could have been due to the lack of clarity of the question, not being clear about
how to frame discrimination, or possibly not having the vocabulary to describe their
experiences. As a result, I believe having an older study group, possibly high school juniors,
seniors, and first year college students would be beneficial, as they may easily share encounters
versus the younger participants piggy-backing off of the older participants. Lastly, it would be
beneficial to expand the sample size to deepen the narrative of stressful encounters due to
discriminatory behaviors.
The narratives shared by the participants were and still are difficult to hear as an African
American Women researcher. It was somewhat challenging to hear their pain and not provide
support. It was challenging for me to know these intelligent, beautiful African American Teenage
Girls were going through struggles of helplessness and conforming and not share their struggles
with their parents as a form of support. I found myself wanting to comfort them during the focus
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group and interview sessions; however, I remained neutral and remembered my position as the
researcher. My purpose was ultimately to listen, honor their interpretations and not influence
their impressions. It was vital for me to allow them to share their stories as a way of healing.
As the focus group sessions drew to a close, it was evident that the participants had
bonded through their shared experiences. Research showed that sister circles are culturally
relevant support groups where African American Women unite around a common cause,
concern, theme, and to provide support to one another and create community (Carter Andrews
et al., 2019). Very similar to forming a sister circle for women, this group was a circle of young
African American Teenage Girls who were bonding around a specific cause. Sister circles have
been modified to include African American Teenage Girls which these focus groups and
individual sessions allowed in this study (Carter Andrews et al., 2019; Neal-Barnett et al., 2011).
It is important to have sister circles, caring teachers, parents, peers, and a community of
culturally adept people who will encourage, educate, and liberate African American Teenage
Girls. Not only should they survive in school, but they should thrive. After reviewing the tenets
of BFT and CRT, it was evident that I needed to provide a framework through which to view my
data on how African American Teenage Girls managed race-related stress.
The Bridge: My Findings and Conceptual Frameworks
I drew upon the conceptual frameworks of BFT and CRT to interpret the lived
experiences of my participants from their own perspective, and unpack the effects of racism in
their everyday lives. Using the tenets of BFT from my participants’ standpoint, my participants
(a) were expected to accept repressive treatment (b) knew they were slighted but did not always
view it as discrimination, (c) normalized being treated unfairly, and (d) forged ahead despite not
being able to take away the tensions of race related stress. By documenting their lived
experiences my participants had the platform and the outlet to interpret, and make meaning of
their stressful encounters. For example, Sky was able to recall and deduce the trauma inflicted
on them when they were discriminated against for using their cell phones and Pink identified
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how it affected her to be singled out to illustrate slavery. They were able to make meaning of the
traumatic experiences which they described as pain, horrible feelings, or feeling less than their
White counterparts. Finally, my participants were empowered moving navigate these
discriminatory situations and attempt to find a path to forge ahead; they each noticed that while
there was no change in the ways they were discriminated against, they did not feel alone in the
struggle knowing other African American Girls were going through the same kinds of
oppression. They felt a sense of camaraderie in knowing that while being resilient created
tension, having a supportive environment was a tool to being successful in combating stressful
encounters.
I used the tenets of CRT to interpret how my participants mitigated the pervasiveness of
racism. Each of my participants addressed racist experiences they identified in the school
setting, such as being treated differently from their White peers, dealing with hair
discrimination, and conforming to fit in. In addition to the inescapability of racism, my
participants shared examples of how they transformed relationships of race, education, and
power to address issues they identified as racist. This was illustrated in my study in scenarios
described by the participants, such as Pink describing her advocacy around a student wearing
racist paraphernalia and Sky rallying with the other cheerleaders to confront the cheerleading
coach. Pink and Sky displayed what resilience could look like when African American Girls are
able to manage, understand, and learn how to advocate the racist experiences they go through in
a school setting. Lastly, my participants viewed storytelling as a way to heal by describing their
narratives. As my study came to a close, my participants requested to keep having these
meetings as a support system from other peers who understood what they were going through.
Support is a crucial component to healing and represents the ways in which my participants
navigate overcoming the trauma and pain of microaggressions, racial discrimination, and
marginalization.
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By using the frameworks of BFT and CRT, I found that African American Teenage Girls
were empowered by sharing (a) their stories, (b) their emotions, and (c) their vulnerability
regarding their experiences in the school setting. The research also shed light on the importance
of storytelling as a way to heal for my participants. By capturing the statements in an
audiovisual medium, and allowing the girls to fully express themselves, they were able to tell
their own stories in their own voice. This was a way to amplify not only their voices, but to
empower them to know their voices are heard and appreciated, rendering them visible.
Illuminating the lived experiences of my participants was crucial to them owning and defining
their interpretations of stress. As the researcher, I asked questions regarding their experiences
to assist them in realizing how they were affected by stress. The process of going through
trauma, being resilient and getting support—either sequentially or concurrently—while living as
an African American Girl is daunting and should be explored further. By using the conceptual
frameworks of BFT and CRT, I was able to identify the ways in which my participants frame and
navigate stressful school encounters.
Findings from this research could potentially change how educators and school staff
interact with and design curriculum for African American Teenage Girls. It is essential to fully
grasp the magnitude of stressful experiences that create trauma for African American Teenage
Girls and how they survive from their perceptions of reality. Recently, two well-known young
African American Women athletes, stepped down from participating in competitive events
stating mental health concerns. While not all African American Woman may be struggling with
race related stress, it important to note the narratives of Simone Biles, the Olympic gymnast,
and Naomi Osaka, the tennis star. Them stepping down let the world know that mental health
for African American Women and Girls needs to be a vital part of the conversation. My aim with
this study was to empower, encourage, and promulgate changes that will create a school
environment conducive of social, emotional, and academic support and allow African American
Girls to thrive.
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APPENDIX A. Recruitment Flyer for Students

ARE you willing to share your school experiences?
Have you ever felt stressed about something that happened in
school?

Calling on African American Teenage
Girl Students in High School ages 14-17
Below are the Details
➢ Looking for 8 African American Teenage Girls.
➢ Grades 9-12.
➢ Students will participate in 2 Focus Groups on Zoom for 60 to 75 minutes
per session
➢ 1-time individual one to one interview
Please email xxx at xxx or
contact me via Direct message at xxx on Instagram or twitter.

Participants will receive a $25 gift card for
their participation.
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APPENDIX B. Consent forms for parents and students
Parental /Student Permission Form
My name is xxx, and I am a student in the Urban Education Ph.D. Program at The Graduate
Center of the City University of New York (CUNY), and Principal Investigator of this project,
entitled “From the Voices of Five African American Teenage Girls: Demystifying the Role of
Stress in School.” This is a research study of African American Teenage Girls.
The study will be conducted in three parts; the first will be (2) focus group sessions lasting 60 to
75 minutes and (1) one on one interview. I would like permission to interview your child about
their school experiences and would like for them to participate in 2 focus groups for 60 to 75
minutes and a one-to-one interview for 30-40 minutes to be held on another day. The workshop
will be held virtually via zoom videoconferencing.
I will provide a $25 gift card for the workshop. With your permission, I would like to video and
audiotape this interview so I can record the details accurately. The video and tapes will only be
heard by me and my advisors. All information gathered will be kept strictly confidential, and will
be stored in a locked file cabinet, to which only I, and my advisor, will have access. At any time,
your child can refuse to answer any questions or end this interview.
The risks from participating in this study are no more than encountered in everyday life. The
benefit of your participation is that I will document how stressful school encounters are to your
child and if it impacts their school engagement. There will be approximately 5 number of
participants taking part in this study.
I may publish results of the study, but names of people, or any identifying characteristics, will
not be used in any of the publications. If you would like a copy of the study, please provide me
with your address and I will send you a copy in the future. If you have any questions about this
research, you can contact me at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or via email xxxx@gradcenter.cuny.edu or my
advisor Dr. xxx at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or xxx@lehman.cuny.edu.
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you can contact Lisa xxx,
IRB Research Programs Manager, City University of New York, (xxx).xxx.xxxx, xxxx
Thank you for your participation in the study. I will give you a copy of this form to take with you.
I agree to have this interview video and audio recorded please [circle one]: Yes No

Participant’s Signature

Date

Student’s Signature

Date

Investigator’s Signature
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Date

APPENDIX C. Introduction Script for the Focus Group Protocol
Hello ladies,
Introduction:
Welcome, my name is xxx, and I am a grateful graduate student at the CUNY Graduate Center of New York. I
want to welcome you to our virtual space.

Group rules
Before we begin, I would like to set some group rules. I am asking everyone not to film this or take pictures
of our time together. This space is confidential, so please honor each other’s privacy. I cannot guarantee that
what you say is confidential because I am not in your homes. However, I am asking as much as you can to
keep these sessions confidential. Anything you say will be used anonymously unless you have agreed to be
recorded for your specific responses.

How to use the chat
Do you have any questions for me so far? If you have any questions for me or a question is not clear, please
feel free to raise your hand, write your question in the chat or ask it aloud. Let’s have a trial run, everyone go
to the chat box and use the arrow down to choose private chat, choose my name and now send the word
TEST to me.
Okay, how did we do? Now go to the top right-hand side where all the names are listed and click on the raise
your hand icon
Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this research project. This project is about African
American Teenage Girls, Stress, and the School Experience. The first group session should last for 60 to 75
minutes. It may be shorter depending on how we flow with the questions.
We will begin with a bingo game, please use the bingo cards that I sent via email. Ask your questions in the
chat privately to any of the girls to learn a little about each other. You have five minutes to complete this
icebreaker. I will play some icebreaker music.
Okay, Let’s get started
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APPENDIX D. BINGO Getting to Know You Icebreaker

Has a brother

Exercises

Travelled to another state

Name has the letter S in it

Lives in New York

Has a dog

BINGO
Plays sports in school

eats Chic fil A

Wears glasses

Loves the beach

Visited Florida

Made honor roll

Made a tik tok video

Has an IG account
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APPENDIX E. Focus Group Protocols 1
Topic of Discussion

Data Collection
Instrument

Part 1
Icebreaker

Activity
Use one word to describe
how you feel?
Video
Based on the video clip,
please describe feelings that
show up for you as you
watched the video and write
words of how that impacted
you.
https://www.instagram.com
/p/CA2xa8TAqRq/?igshid=
nmfmt2qepo25

Identity
Mental and Physical
feelings
Protective Strategies

Individual/Group

Time

10 minutes

group

15 minutes

What feelings if any do you
have after watching it? How
does it make you feel?
Writing exercise
BFT & CRT
Using theory for find
your voice

Write a note to a younger
YOU about the ways you
would deal with stress in
school, now that you are in
high school

individual

20 minutes

CRT

What would you want your
teacher to know to help deal
with uncomfortable
situations?

individual

15 minutes

What would you want your
peers to know to help you
deal with your discomfort?
Is there any other adult you
would want to talk to about
your discomfort in a school
building?
Closing

What is your takeaway from
our time together?
What is one thing you
learned about yourself
and/or someone else during
our time together?
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15 minutes

APPENDIX F. Individual Questionnaire
Opening Activity
Warm up Identity
questions

Questions
1) How do you identify yourself?

2) Has there ever been a time in school
that you witnessed or that you
experienced an event that made you feel
uncomfortable?
3) If so, who was it with?

Protective Strategies

a.
b.
c.
d.

Y ___ or N ___

a.
b.
c.

4)Tell me how often you feel stressed in
school

d.
e.
f.
a.
b.
d.
e.
f.

5)What are some ways that you comfort
or make yourself feel better when you
are feeling stressed in school

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

oppression

6) When you feel uncomfortable, do you
experience physical pain?
7) Have you ever felt discriminated
against in school?
8) If you answered yes to question #6,
who was it by?

9) Have you ever been criticized for
your hair?
10) If you answer, yes to question # 9
who criticized you?

Another student
Teacher
Security guard or school
safety officer
School principal
Other school staff
n/a
Everyday
Once a week
Weekly
Not a lot
Not at all
Eat a snack
Talk to a friend in school
Talk to a teacher
Talk to a guidance
counselor
Text your parent
Other person

Yes __ or No___
Yes __ or No___
a.
b.
c.

Another student
Teacher
Security guard or school
safety officer
d. school principal
e. other school staff
f. n/a
Yes __ or No___
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
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Multiple choice
African American
Black
Caribbean
Other

Another student
Teacher
Security guard or school
safety officer
School principal
Other school staff
n/a

APPENDIX G. Focus Group Protocols 2
Topic of Discussion

Data Collection Instrument

Individual/Group

Time

Part 2
Introduction and
Icebreaker
Identity

Activity
Getting to know you

group

10 minutes

Individual

10 minutes
30 minutes

Identity

Online questionnaire
Focus Group Questions
How would you describe a strong African
American woman?

group

What are a few words you would use to describe
that person?
Have you ever felt uncomfortable about yourself
as an African American female in school?
If so, please describe in what way you were
uncomfortable
Have you ever felt discriminated in school? By
whom and what made you feel this way?
Have you ever felt like you were not heard in
school?
Stress

How does that make you feel?
How do you define stress?
(I will provide a definition of stress)

group

Can you tell me about a time you felt stressed in
school?
Who was it with?
Have you ever heard of the term, “I felt some type
of way?
Have you ever used that term to describe a feeling
at school?

Physical or mental

Protective Strategies

What does it mean?
When you felt stressed in school does anything
happen to you physically or any feelings come over
you?
Do you ever feel sick or feel like you have any
pain?
Tell me how you deal with stress?

group

group

How do you cope with your feelings when you are
upset or feel confused at school?
What are some ways that you comfort or make
yourself feel better when you are feeling stressed?
Closing

How would describe this process?
Did you learn something about yourself?
Details about sharing my analysis for review
Thank you and information about mailing the gift
cards
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Group

10 minutes

APPENDIX H. One-on-One Interview Questions
Below are possible follow-up interview questions for a few of the participants,
depending on who is selected.
Based on the responses in the focus group, I wanted to discuss with you further
your responses:
Q1. Do you like school? What do you like about school?
Q2. Tell me about your school: What’s the racial makeup? Teachers? Students?
Q3. When you mentioned that you felt uncomfortable at school, please describe
what that felt like? Can you describe one incident for me?
Q4. Please share your experience of stress and what happened to you when you
felt stress, meaning what did you do when it happened?
Q5. Have you ever had a disagreement with a teacher? Tell me about it? What
was the outcome?
Q6. What does discrimination mean to you? Has there ever been a time that you
felt discriminated against in school?
Q7. What would want to see in school to help you succeed?
Q8. Do you have a teacher that you like? Why? What do you like about them?
Q9. How do you cope with stressful school experiences?
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APPENDIX I: Coding and Analysis Process
Title
Description
Emerging Themes
Support in School

Coding the Research
Voices of 5 African American Girls on Stress
Phrases, Responses

Royalty - Support

The only teacher I felt comfortable talking to she was tired of that school
because of the way they were doing things. And she left and moved so I
don't have any other teachers to talk to

Pink

I would say, there's two, well, one teacher I know now. And another
teacher, there's this one black teacher that I may feel comfortable talking
to, but I've never had him as a teacher, and I don't really know him that
well. So, I don't really see myself going to him for like to talk about things
that have happened. Um, but like I said, if there is like a black counselor, I
definitely feel a lot more comfortable. Like going to someone like that.

Blue
Shared Experiences

I've seen him do it multiple times. Like I would see him like watch a
situation happen where a teacher is being racist towards people. So, he
would like say, like, I have to go talk to someone about this. And other
people would tell me like their situations like how he helped them out to

Sunshine

One thing that I’ve learned about myself from this meeting is that I am
very observant about my surroundings and things about everyone else’s
schools

Pink f1

I was just going to say a combination of both of what like they said, like it
makes me feel like I'm not alone with all this stuff I have to go through
especially at school.

Blue f1

I learned what everyone's schools are like

Royalty f1
Breaking Confidence

we all have the same we all might be from different backgrounds. But we
all have to deal with the same issues regarding our skin color and the
things we have to deal with in school with other people.

Sunshine - f2

I was in a class where the teacher wanted to play music and, in my class, I
was the only black person so when the class (including the teacher) choose
country music, I was seen as a stereotype for wanting to hear rap or hiphop music and by the clothes that I wear

Sky- f2

that’s happened to me before cuz my mom is black. So, when they see You
and my mom, they just feel like that's your mom. like to just like, some
people would think that I'm adopted or something like I've had somebody
asked me if I'm adopted.

Pink f2 Stress

I mean, yeah, that definitely plays a part. But I just feel like I put a lot of
pressure on myself to do well in school. So, I don't know. And I feel like my
teachers, it's just an overwhelming amount of work that I feel has to get
done within the due dates. And it can be like, in a short, like span of time.
S
I heard your question wrong, but I feel I feel every day, even when we was
in school and virtual learning cuz I have ADHD. So school is like a big
struggle for me especially to be focused and like with a lot of kids going
around, I can I just can't ever be focused. And it takes me a while to like,
learn things. So, I'm, I'm a slow learner. And like, a lot of people even
teachers will get frustrated with teaching me because I'm more like a
virtual and like a guided like, teach me step by step. Sorry. Everyone will
be frustrated some early school frustrating for me, and I will always have
to try extra hard and anybody else.

Sky f2 Stress
Systemic Oppression
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Pink on the video

Things still may not change, and it takes more than just one person

Sunshine describe girl in the video

I would say that the girl in the video was scared or worried for her future
and that people choose her to speak to show how the world makes young
black girls feel.

Blue thoughts on the video

It makes me feel like these things haven't changed and they keep not
changing, and someone needs to change it.

Sunshine thoughts on the video

It makes you feel like the world won't change

Sky - Discrimination in school
Resilience

Pink- meaning of resilient
Royalty - meaning of resilient
Sunshine
Blue
Fear /Upsetting/Plight of AA girls

Um, well, I wasn't cheer. So, like, my cheerleading coach was white. And I
felt like a lot of my black friends, I wasn't sure they felt the same way. And
they even pointed out like something she would say. And basically, she
would always treat like the white cheerleaders different. She will be like a
mother figure to write your letters into the black. And she used to say the
N word a lot. And she would just always like, I don't really know how to
explain it was a while ago, it was this year, but it was so wild. I don't
remember everything she said. But she would always like say like, racist
things to us and stuff like that.

Personally, resilient means to not let White America conform you......
15:31:29 Into someone you are not
being resilient is being able to stay on your feet and shake back from any
situation
being resilient means to me that you are able to take any hate or pain of
some sort
Being resilient means not letting others control you, not letting others
change you.

Pink - thoughts on video

I just think it's upsetting to see someone like another generation facing
the same problems that have that like been going on for so long.

Sunshine on the video

I would say that the girl in the video was scared or worried for her future
and that people choose her to speak to show how the world makes young
black girls feel.

Royalty
how society sees African American Girls

and to know that I mean, even though she's a child that it still might not
change, and it might take more than just her. It's kind of like you see hope
for yourself, but at the same time you kind of scared of what your future
might hold because of your skin color.

a strong woman is seen as loud, obnoxious, and always has an attitude,
seen as loud

Pink
Stress in School

all the girls nodded their heads when this was brought up as strong
not in the way that society portrays it to be, which may be like in a
negative light if that makes sense.

Blue - survey

stress to me means being very overwhelmed or overworking yourself to do
something you think you can’t do but you want to prove yourself and
everyone else wrong

Pink - F2 stress in school

But I just feel like I put a lot of pressure on myself to do well in school. So,
I don't know. And I feel like my teachers, it's just an overwhelming amount
of work that I feel has to get done within the due dates. And it can be like,
in a short, like span of time. So, it's just a lot. But it's really like a, like, plus
classes with multiple parts. So
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Sky - F2 stress in school

Sky - F2 stress in school
Harm to Black Bodies

but I feel it feel every day, even when we were in school and virtual
learning cuz I have ADHD. So school is like a big struggle for me especially
to be focused and like with a lot of kids going around, I can I just can't ever
be focused. And it takes me a while to like, learn things. So, I'm a slow
learner. And like, a lot of people even teachers will get frustrated with
teaching me because I'm more like a virtual and like a guided like, teach
me step by step. Sorry. Everyone will be frustrated some early school
frustrating for me, and I will always had to try extra hard and anybody
else.
like certain teachers don't mind but then there's some teachers that get
frustrated. And then you always got that one kid saying it's not even hard.
Like obviously, it's not hard for you, but it is for some people.
And they make me feel stupid. I know. not stupid. I just, it just gives me as
you need a little more time to understand stuff.

Mental & Physical Health

How Do I feel?

Harm

it hurts and I have learned to let it go
all girls were shaking their head. they still hurt
Push emotions out of mind/ ignore what you are seeing and feeling

Royalty - Pain
Care/ CRT

when people come to you with a lot of negativity or words that they want
to hurt you. And deep down when it does hurt to let you know that you can
let it stop you. You can sit there, and you can't stop about things. For
hours, you have to just let it go and get over with it and keep going and do
something positive to keep yourself strong. And let some people know that
they can get under your skin.

Royalty - Care Support

I'm not trying to sound mean towards my school. But most of my teachers
are all actually this year, I only have three classes because I'm a senior, but
all of my teachers are white. And ever since I was little, I mean, I've had
nothing but white teachers. And I've only out of all of my years of school,
only one of my teachers actually cared about, you know what students had
to say. And that was my 10th grade year.
How did the teacher show care?
Um, she knew that someone was trying to get me angry because they kept
picking with me every day. And she took me out of class, she talked to me
about it, she kept telling me and don't allow myself to get angry. Because I
don't think anybody in my school has ever seen me angry until one time, I
got really angry, and I had a physical altercation with another girl. But,
um, she found out about that. And she just kept on encouraging me to just
stay positive to ignore the girl, but the girl kept coming to me. So, she
called my mom. She talked to my mom about it, and then she went to the
principals herself.

Pink - Culturally Relevant

But I feel like if I had a black counselor to go to and talk to maybe they
could relate more to how I'm feeling and why I want something done
about certain things, instead of just like brushing it off, and like sweeping
it under the rug like they do with most instances at school.

Pink - teacher care/Advocacy

so, it wasn't until last year that I found out that my one of my history
teachers last year, sent an email to the superintendent about like the kid
wearing the like offensive clothing, and nothing ended up happening and
she was upset about it, but at least she was a teacher who understood I
didn't know her at the time, but she's like did let me know that that did
happen with them.
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Pink - CRT
Resilience/Protective Strategies

Um, we were over quarantine when we were online school, I was really
unsure because she was my history teacher. And I was like, Oh, I don't
know, like what her political views are with that type of stuff, because she
seemed pretty neutral. But it wasn't until George Floyd was killed that she
like opened up and express how she would be an advocate for the Black
Lives Matter movement. And we kind of got on a zoom call and like, told
her about our personal experiences, because she wanted to know how we
were feeling. And she told us that that happened, I shared with her the
experience about the sense of like, such sharing, and she told me, like what
she did to prevent that.

I usually talk to like one of my friends. My best friend Kevin. I talked to
him or I talked to my boyfriend. Usually just wanted those two, because
they really understand me and they know how to like calm me down

Sky - F2 Ways to calm down

Like, they know how to like talk to me. They know how to like to treat me,
and they know like things to say cuz I guess they've known me for so long
and they like really try to understand me. So, they just find ways they feel
like that can help me to calm down

Blue F2 ways to calm down

would say that mine is pretty much the same way as Sky. My best friend x.
I've been friends with her for a long time. So, when I get stressed, she like
knows how to calm me down because she's known me for so long.

Sky - F2 Ways to calm down

talking to guys, I don't know if it's just me but talking to guys especially
makes me feel out there because guys, me just aren't as judgmental as
girls. Like I know girls can like they understand you more because you
know your females like McCullough, guys, they just they don't judge you as
much as girls too. So, I really just talked to more like girlfriends, or some
people would think it's weird. But I talked to them more than I talked to
my girlfriends.

Sunshine

I would talk to my closest friend because she is more understanding, and
she would know how to help me.
she helps me think it through

Sky - cry and stay quiet

I guess cuz sometimes. I just feel like some people wouldn't understand
what I'm trying to say. Cuz usually when I'm, like, stressed or really upset,
it's hard for me to explain myself. So, I like to stay quiet. And I like figure
myself out. And I just like don't bother anybody. And sometimes if I'm
really, really stressed, I require not just because I'm sad, but just so I just
I'm not crying.
Well, for cry, I would say I don't mean to cry. It's just, it's just an emotion
that happens. I feel like if I'm trying to explain to like, for example, like my
parent or my mom, it's just like, it just happens. I don't know. It's just a
lot. And I just feel overwhelmed. And I feel like that's the best way. Not the
best way to get my point across. But the only way at the time. I can, like,
express my emotion.

Pink - Cry/ quiet

I'm a little bit I just sometimes it makes things worse, depending on like
what I have to do if I have an assignment after that. But if I'm like, if I cry
after the assignment, or if I do, like bad on an assignment, that's just like,
it doesn't really go away, I guess the stress of it.
I would sometimes stay quiet because most of the time my stress can be
solved on my own (Or at least I try to) but when I stay quiet, I'm in holding
too much emotion, so it turns into crying

Sunshine Crying/quiet

I think crying is more mentally
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Sky - Protection
Identity Who am I? BFT/CRT Building
Confidence

But honestly, I don't believe that she was really apologize and think she
did it because she had to. I never said anything to her. Personally. Well,
actually, I don't remember what I said. Because I remember like,
sometimes she would always like, push my buttons and I will always yell at
her. Not always, but like, it was just one time she pushed my buttons. And
I just had to call her, but I don’t remember what she did, but I just
remember me doing that. Yeah. And she I guess she feels like she's around
a black people a lot. she feels like she has the right to act like this and treat
us like this.

I would tell myself that it doesn't matter what others think it doesn't
matter how other people make you feel because you are you. No one can
change you or make you feel bad about yourself. It's okay to feel different,
but you can't let others try to change you to how they want you to be. It's
okay to be you.

Blue - note to younger YOU

Can you tell us how you got to this point?
"when you're younger, you're like, more like susceptible to the things that
like other people are trying to do". Stereotype threat!!
do not let society undermine your worth. Do not let white Americans
instill fear into your mind and continue to work hard. Be yourself and
stand up for yourself as the world will not always be in favor. For like of
you. You're always the determining factor when it comes to your emotions
and your reactions.
since I go to a predominantly white school and live in an area like that, I
just, I see things that can like trigger me, I guess you could say and I would
want to, like automatically read react, but not everything deserves an
immediate reaction. Such as, like, if I see someone wearing the
Confederate flag to school. racial slurs
Control Emotions

Pink - building Confidence

I have to control my emotions. And I'm going to hear that stuff living here.
And yes, I can like correct behavior, like I have. I'm notified, like,
superintendents and principals and stuff, but it doesn't really change how
others act and I can't control that.

Sunshine - Note to younger YOU

I would tell my younger self (in middle school) to stand up for myself
against the discrimination that was happening because I could have
changed many things throughout middle school and even high school

Royalty Note to younger YOU

don’t let anyone bring you down. You are beautiful and a strong little girl
who has more worth than you know. Although you have hard times now
don’t let it affect your future and how you look at people. Trust your
instincts and speak up when u need to. You got this .

Sky - f2 how do you identify?

Well, for me, since I'm mixed, um, a lot of people have told me that I'm not
really black or like, they told me I can't do certain things because I'm
black. And I had a lot of teachers, like treat me different because I am
black, even though like I'm mixed. Like it's just it's weird for me because I
people treat me different because I'm light skinned, but then also, other
people choose different because I am black too.
Why only connect to the AA side?
I guess it's because like, I'm more in touch with my black side because I've
never really like met. I never met my dad. So, like, I'm not really in touch
with that time. My Italian side.

Pink - f2 how do you identify?

Um, personally, I don't think there's a difference. I guess you would just
see like when you're filling out, like paperwork, or you have to like to check
off boxes, like for the government or something, you check African
American? Well, for most boxes, I guess, but, I mean, I guess both. I just, I
don't know. I choose that.
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Blue - F2 Identity

I mean, I've just like seen other people go through it. I'm only like, like,
one fourth white but I do understand it a little bit because one time this
girl said like, Oh, your dad's white. And like she said it she was like I don't
know how to explain it but

Sunshine - F2 Uncomfortable with identity

I was in a class where the teacher wanted to play music. And in my class, I
was the only black person so when the class, including the teacher chose
country music, I was seen as a stereotype for wanting to hear rap, or hiphop music and by the clothes that I wear.

Sky - F2 Uncomfortable w/ identity

That happened to me before cuz my mom is black. So, when they see You
and my mom, they just feel like that's your mom. like to just like, some
people would think that I'm adopted or something like I've had somebody
asked me if I'm adopted.

Pink - F2
Safety /Lack of support in school/CET

I mean, I've had many like cases with students like you went on to it was
actually I was thinking about, like, more the hair thing and
Yes. And I've definitely experienced that the most like just making me
uncomfortable in that sense. So, I would say that.

Sunshine - school

Teachers who understand like, where we're coming from, and how, how
fast paced, we can learn how it's like, we need more time with stuff need
to, like understand, like, the material they're giving to us. Because I know
a lot of my teachers are moving a little too fast in this new environment,
because it's obviously new to everybody. So, but yeah,

Royalty - Non supportive Environment

my teacher, my mom also went to the principals and the counselor. And
they didn't do anything. I also went, but they still, they appointed me to
another principle. Another principle did the same thing. And they just
kept doing it over and over. And then whenever I went to them about it
after I fought the girl, um, they told me, I should have told somebody and I
told them, I told as many adults as I possibly could, and they said, I should
have told somebody else. There was nobody else to tell so.

Pink - on Support

Well, it's not like similar to that. But with regards to having people to go to
I can, can relate. Because I've reported multiple times, like if someone has
on like a racist, like sweatshirt, or just like a magga hat or just something I
find offensive, that shouldn't like that's not in the code of conduct or
anything like that. I've gone to the superintendent, the principal, my class
principal, or, like, it's just a resource for like, my specific class. And
nothing has been done.
What happened?
And so I went to first I went to one of my teachers and told him what
happened. And he was like, Oh, that's horrible. Like, no real reaction to it.
And I was clearly angry, and I knew a whole like bunch of other girls and
guys were angry about this same situation. So, I said, Well, we need to go
tell someone. And when we did tell our class principal, the principal, the
sup like everyone, nothing happened.

Blue - no support

So, I don't think I have anything to add, like, I've been more situations, but
they're basically ended up like the same result.
same as the other girls

Royalty
Conforming to Norms/CET/Stress

story on the bus

Pink -

I feel like conforming, like, I don't know why I always felt pressured, like,
in the school system, like just being at school to, like, oh, talk a certain way
or just present myself differently just because of the color of my skin. I felt
like I had to, yeah, present myself differently to like, white people, just so
they would not accept me. I don't really know what the word is, but so that
they would understand that I'm not how they think I am. Like, if that
makes sense. So, wait, let me just so I'm clear

Pink

Like if I'm under, I feel like they have this idea, especially at my school
that we're underachieving. Like all, like, just black people in general are
underachieving. And so, I tried to definitely like I work 10 times harder, so
I cannot conform to that stereotype.
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I would agree with Pink. Like, like, sometimes you'd have to like,

Blue
Strong African American Woman/ BFT

I mean you wouldn't, like have to be like, when, like people like, like, if you
present yourself differently, it would make it seem like that, because that's
how people perceive you to be like, how Blue put it like basically the same
thing.

Sunshine

unstoppable, intelligent
encouraging, does not take no for an answer, does not let a man say what
they want and not control them,
fights for what she wants, gets her point across
I would describe a strong black woman as someone who was encouraging
to other to and for other black women.

Blue -Define Strong AA woman

A woman who fights for what she wants. A woman who does what she
wants no matter what is going on. Showing that she has a voice.

Royalty

Someone who doesn't take no for an answer, who stands up for
themselves, who doesn't let a man say what they want or control them and
lets everybody know around them that they have a voice an empower other
people.

Strong Woman
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Audio Clip 3

https://youtu.be/CKIC52ZhKzg

Audio Clip 4

https://youtu.be/HtQOH97mWco

Audio Clip 5

https://youtu.be/mhbOH5Z4V6Y

Audio Clip 6
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Audio Clip 7
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Audio Clip 8
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Audio Clip 9

https://youtu.be/n8I3LQbRySQ

Audio Clip 10
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Audio Clip 11
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Audio Clip 12
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Audio Clip 15
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Audio Clip 16
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Audio Clip 17
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Audio Clip 18
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